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I   Preface

This volume contains material that spans the early and middle 
stages of Ajahn Sumedho’s teaching career, and has previously 
appeared as three separate books.

The first, Mindfulness: the Path to the Deathless came from talks 
that Ajahn Sumedho gave in the late 1970s and early 1980s at 
Cittaviveka and Wat Pah Nanachat. It was originally composed as 
a follow-up and counterpart to the book Cittaviveka, to coincide 
with the establishment of Amaravati Buddhist Monastery in 1984. 
As ‘Amaravati’ means ‘Deathless Realm’ and the Buddha famously 
said ‘Heedfulness is the Path to the Deathless’ (Dhammapada), the 
book was originally called The Path to the Deathless when it was 
published in 1985. However, as some people felt that this title had 
an eerie ring to it, the second and subsequent editions were given 
the current title.

Questions and Answers with Ajahn Sumedho is an edited version 
of an interview conducted by Roger Wheeler in May 1981 at the 
Insight Meditation Society, Barre, Massachusetts, where Ajahn 
Sumedho was teaching a retreat.  The printed form of this interview 
first appeared as a booklet in 1986.
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The Mind and the Way was produced at the request of Wisdom 
Publications, and published in 1995. The book was largely put 
together at Amaravati from talks that had been given in the 
monastery and also at venues throughout Britain in the 1980s. It 
differs from the earlier material by including themes concerning 
the society at large, rather than samaṇas and meditators alone. This 
widening of scope mirrors Ajahn Sumedho’s vision of Amaravati as 
a place that would benefit society, and is indicative of his learning 
about and coming to terms with life in the West. 

Ajahn Sucitto







   I   Mindfulness: The Path  
to the Deathless





   I   A note before you begin

Most of these instructions can be carried out whether sitting, standing 
or walking. However, the technique of mindfulness of breathing 
mentioned in the first few chapters is generally used with a sitting 
posture as it is improved by a still and settled physical state. For this 
state the emphasis is on sitting in such a way that the spine is erect, 
but not stressed, with the neck in line with the spine and the head 
balanced so that it does not droop forward. Many people find the cross-
legged ‘lotus’ posture (sitting on a cushion or mat with one or both feet 
placed sole upwards on the opposite thigh) an ideal balance of effort 
and stability – after a few months of practice. It is good to train oneself 
towards this, gently, a little at a time. A straight-backed chair can be 
used if this posture is too difficult.

After attaining some physical balance and stability, the arms and 
face should be relaxed, with the hands resting, one in the palm of the 
other, in the lap. Allow the eyelids to close, relax the mind ... take up 
the meditation object.

Jongrom (a Thai word derived from cankama from Pali, the scriptural 
language) means pacing to and fro on a straight path. The path should 
be measured – ideally twenty to thirty paces – between two clearly 
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recognizable objects, so that one is not having to count the steps. The 
hands should be lightly clasped in front of or behind the body with the 
arms relaxed. The gaze should be directed in an unfocused way on the 
path about ten paces ahead – not to observe anything, but to maintain 
the most comfortable angle for the neck. The walking then begins in 
a composed manner, and when one reaches the end of the path, one 
stands still for the period of a breath or two, mindfully turns around, 
and mindfully walks back again.



I   I   Investigation





1   I   What is Meditation?

‘Meditation’ is a much used word these days, covering a wide range 
of practices. In Buddhism it designates two kinds of meditation – 
one is called ‘samatha’ the other ‘vipassanā.’ Samatha meditation is 
concentrating the mind on an object, rather than letting it wander 
off to other things. One chooses an object such as the sensation of 
breathing, and puts full attention on the sensations of the inhalation and 
exhalation. Eventually through this practice you begin to experience a 
calm mind – and you become tranquil because you are cutting off all 
other impingements that come through the senses.

The objects that you use for tranquillity are tranquillizing (needless 
to say!). If you want to have an excited mind, then go to something 
that is exciting, don’t go to a Buddhist monastery, go to a disco! ... 
Excitement is easy to concentrate on, isn’t it? It’s so strong a vibration 
that it just pulls you right into it. You go to the cinema and if it is 
really an exciting film, you become enthralled by it. You don’t have to 
exert any effort to watch something that is very exciting or romantic 
or adventurous. But if you are not used to it, watching a tranquillizing 
object can be terribly boring. What is more boring than watching your 
breath if you are used to more exciting things? So for this kind of 
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ability, you have to arouse effort from your mind, because the breath 
is not interesting, not romantic, not adventurous or scintillating – it 
is just as it is. So you have to arouse effort because you’re not getting 
stimulated from outside.

In this meditation, you are not trying to create any image, but just 
to concentrate on the ordinary feeling of your body as it is right now: 
to sustain and hold your attention on your breathing. When you do 
that, the breath becomes more and more refined, and you calm down. 
I know people who have been prescribed samatha meditation for high 
blood pressure because it calms the heart.

So this is tranquillity practice. You can choose different objects 
to concentrate on, training yourself to sustain your attention till you 
absorb or become one with the object. You actually feel a sense of 
oneness with the object you have been concentrating on, and this is 
what we call absorption.

The other practice is ‘vipassanā,’ or ‘insight meditation.’ With 
insight meditation you are opening the mind up to everything. You are 
not choosing any particular object to concentrate on or absorb into, 
but watching in order to understand the way things are. Now what 
we can see about the way things are, is that all sensory experience is 
impermanent. Everything you see, hear, smell, taste, touch; all mental 
conditions – your feelings, memories and thoughts – are changing 
conditions of the mind, which arise and pass away. In vipassanā, we take 
this characteristic of impermanence (or change) as a way of looking at 
all sensory experience that we can observe while sitting here.

This is not just a philosophical attitude or a belief in a particular 
Buddhist theory: impermanence is to be insightfully known by opening 
the mind to watch, and being aware of the way things are. It’s not a 
matter of analyzing things by assuming that things should be a certain 
way and, when they aren’t, trying to figure out why things are not the 
way we think they should be. With insight practice, we are not trying to 
analyze ourselves or even trying to change anything to fit our desires. 
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In this practice we just patiently observe that whatever arises passes 
away, whether it is mental or physical.

So this includes the sense-organs themselves, the object of the 
senses, and the consciousness that arises with their contact. There 
are also mental conditions of liking or disliking what we see, smell, 
taste, feel or touch; the names we give them; and the ideas, words and 
concepts we create around sensory experience. Much of our life is 
based on wrong assumptions made through not understanding and not 
really investigating the way anything is. So life for one who isn’t awake 
and aware tends to become depressing or bewildering, especially when 
disappointments or tragedies occur. Then one becomes overwhelmed 
because one has not observed the way things are.

In Buddhist terms we use the word Dhamma, or Dharma, which 
means ‘the way it is,’ ‘the natural laws.’ When we observe and ‘practise 
the Dhamma,’ we open our mind to the way things are. In this way 
we are no longer blindly reacting to the sensory experience, but 
understanding it – and through that comprehension beginning to let 
go of it. We begin to free ourselves from just being overwhelmed or 
blinded and deluded by the appearance of things. Now to be aware and 
awake is not a matter of becoming that way, but of being that way. So 
we observe the way it is right now, rather than doing something now 
to become aware in the future. We observe the body as it is, sitting 
here. It all belongs to nature, doesn’t it? The human body belongs to 
the earth, it needs to be sustained by the things that come out of the 
earth. You cannot live on just air or try to import food from Mars and 
Venus. You have to eat the things that live and grow on this Earth. 
When the body dies, it goes back to the earth, it rots and decays and 
becomes one with the earth again. It follows the laws of nature, of 
creation and destruction, of being born and then dying. Anything that 
is born doesn’t stay permanently in one state, it grows up, gets old 
and then dies. All things in nature, even the universe itself, have their 
spans of existence, birth and death, beginning and ending. All that we 
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perceive and can conceive of is change; it is impermanent. So it can 
never permanently satisfy you.

In Dhamma practice, we also observe this unsatisfactoriness of 
sensory experience. Now just note in your own life that when you 
expect to be satisfied from sensory objects or experiences you can only 
be temporarily satisfied, gratified maybe, momentarily happy – and it 
changes. This is because there is no point in sensory consciousness that 
has a permanent quality or essence. So the sense experience is always 
a changing one, and out of ignorance and not understanding, we tend 
to expect a lot from it. We tend to demand, hope and create all kinds 
of things, only to feel terribly disappointed, despairing, sorrowful and 
frightened. Those very expectations and hopes take us to despair, 
anguish, sorrow and grief, lamentation, old age, sickness and death.

Now this is a way of examining sensory consciousness. The mind 
can think in abstractions, it can create all kinds of ideas and images, it 
can make things very refined or very coarse. There is a whole gamut 
of possibilities from very refined states of blissful happiness and 
ecstasies to very coarse painful miseries: from Heaven to Hell, using 
more picturesque terminology. But there is no permanent Hell and no 
permanent Heaven, in fact no permanent state that can be perceived or 
conceived of. In our meditation, once we begin to realize the limitations, 
the unsatisfactoriness, the changing nature of all sensory experience, 
we also begin to realize it is not me or mine, it is ‘anattā,’ not-self.

So, realizing this, we begin to free ourselves from identification 
with the sensory conditions. Now this is done not through aversion 
to them, but through understanding them as they are. It is a truth to 
be realized, not a belief. ‘Anattā’ is not a Buddhist belief but an actual 
realization. Now if you don’t spend any time in your life trying to 
investigate and understand it, you will probably live your whole life on 
the assumption that you are your body. Even though you might at some 
moment think, ‘Oh, I am not the body’, you read some kind of inspired 
poetry or some new philosophical angle. You might think it is a good 
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idea that one isn’t the body, but you haven’t really realized that. Even 
though some people, intellectuals and so forth, will say, ‘We are not the 
body, the body is not-self’, that is easy to say, but to really know that is 
something else.

Through this practice of meditation, through the investigation and 
understanding of the way things are, we begin to free ourselves from 
attachment. When we no longer expect or demand, then of course we 
don’t feel the resulting despair and sorrow and grief when we don’t 
get what we want. So this is the goal – ‘nibbāna’, or realization of non-
grasping of any phenomena that have a beginning and an ending. When 
we let go of this insidious and habitual attachment to what is born and 
dies, we begin to realize the Deathless.

Some people just live their lives reacting to life because they have 
been conditioned to do so, like Pavlovian dogs. If you are not awakened 
to the way things are, then you really are merely a conditioned 
intelligent creature rather than a conditioned stupid dog. You may 
look down on Pavlov’s dogs that salivate when the bell rings, but 
notice how we do very similar things. This is because with sensory 
experience it is all conditioning, it is not a person, it is no ‘soul’ or 
‘personal essence.’ These bodies, feelings, memories and thoughts are 
perceptions conditioned into the mind through pain, through having 
been born as a human being, being born into the families we have, and 
our class, race, nationality; dependent on whether we have a male or 
female body, attractive or unattractive, and so forth. All these are just 
conditions that are not ours, not me, not mine. These conditions follow 
the laws of nature, the natural laws. We cannot say, ‘I don’t want my 
body to get old’ – well, we can say that, but no matter how insistent 
we are, the body still gets old. We cannot expect the body to never feel 
pain or get ill or always have perfect vision and hearing.

We hope, don’t we? ‘I hope I will always be healthy, I will never 
become an invalid and I will always have good eyesight, never become 
blind; have good ears so I will never be one of those old people that 
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others have to yell at; and that I will never get senile and always have 
control of my faculties till I die at ninety-five, fully alert, bright, cheerful, 
and die just in my sleep without any pain.’ That is how we would all like 
it. Some of us might hold up for a long time and die in an idyllic way, 
or tomorrow all our eyeballs might fall out. It is unlikely, but it could 
happen! However, the burden of life diminishes considerably when 
we reflect on the limitations of our life. Then we know what we can 
achieve, what we can learn from life. So much human misery comes 
out of expecting a lot and never quite being able to get everything one 
has hoped for.

In our meditation and insightful understanding of the way things are, 
we see that beauty, refinement, pleasure are impermanent conditions – 
and so are pain, misery and ugliness. If you really understand that, then 
you can enjoy and endure whatever happens to you. Much of the lesson 
in life is learning to endure what we don’t like in ourselves and in the 
world around us; being able to be patient and kindly, and not make a 
scene over the imperfections in the sensory experience. We can adapt 
and endure and accept the changing characteristics of the sensory 
birth and death cycle by letting go and no longer attaching to it. When 
we free ourselves from identity with it, we experience our true nature, 
which is bright, clear, knowing; but is not a personal thing any more, 
it is not ‘me’ or ‘mine’ – there is no attainment or attachment to it. We 
can only attach to that which is not ourself!

The Buddha’s teachings are merely helpful means, ways of looking 
at sensory experience that help us to understand it. They are not 
commandments, they are not religious dogmas that we have to accept 
or believe in. They are merely guides to point to the way things are. 
So we are not using the Buddha’s teachings to grasp them as an end in 
themselves, but only to remind ourselves to be awake, alert and aware 
that all that arises passes away.

This is a continuous, constant observation and reflection on the 
sensory world, because the sensory world has a powerfully strong 
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influence. Having a body like this with the society we live in, the 
pressures on all of us are fantastic. Everything moves so quickly – 
television and the technology of the age, the cars – everything tends 
to move at a very fast pace. It is all very attractive, exciting and 
interesting, and it all pulls your senses out. Just notice when you go to 
London how all the advertisements pull your attention out to whisky 
bottles and cigarettes! Your attention is pulled into things you can buy, 
always going towards rebirth into sensory experience. The materialistic 
society tries to arouse greed so you will spend your money, and yet 
never be contented with what you have. There is always something 
better, something newer, something more delicious than what was the 
most delicious yesterday. It goes on and on and on, pulling you out into 
objects of the senses like that.

But when we come into the shrine room, we are not here to look 
at each other or to be attracted or pulled into any of the objects in the 
room, but to use them for reminding ourselves. We are reminded to 
either concentrate our minds on a peaceful object, or open the mind, 
investigate and reflect on the way things are. We have to experience this, 
each one for ourselves. No one’s enlightenment is going to enlighten any 
of the rest of us. So this is a movement inwards: not looking outwards 
for somebody who is enlightened to make you enlightened. We give 
this opportunity for encouragement and guidance so that those of you 
who are interested in doing this can do so. Here you can, most of the 
time, be sure that nobody is going to snatch your purse! These days you 
can’t count on anything, but there is less risk of it here than if you were 
sitting in Piccadilly Circus; Buddhist monasteries are refuges for this 
kind of opening of the mind. This is our opportunity as human beings.

As a human being we have a mind that can reflect and observe. You 
can observe whether you are happy or miserable. You can observe the 
anger or jealousy or confusion in your mind. When you are sitting and 
feel really confused and upset, there is that in you which knows it. You 
might hate it and just blindly react to it, but if you are more patient you 



14

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

can observe that this is a temporary changing condition of confusion 
or anger or greed. But an animal cannot do that; when it is angry it is 
completely that, lost in it. Tell an angry cat to watch its anger! I have 
never been able to get anywhere with our cat, she cannot reflect on 
greed. But I can, and I am sure that the rest of you can. I see delicious 
food in front of me, and the movement in the mind is the same as our 
cat Doris’s. But we can observe the animal attraction to things that 
smell good and look good.

This is using wisdom by watching that impulse, and understanding 
it. That which observes greed is not greed: greed cannot observe itself, 
but that which is not greed can observe it. This observing is what we 
call ‘Buddha’ or ‘Buddha-wisdom’ – awareness of the way things are.



II   I   Instruction





2   I   Watching the Breath

The practice of mindfulness of breathing (ānāpānasati) is a way of 
concentrating your mind on your breath, so whether you are an expert 
at it already or whether you have given it up as a lost cause, there is 
always a time to watch the breath. This is an opportunity for developing 
‘samādhi’ (concentration) through mustering all your attention just on 
the sensation of breathing. So at this time use your full commitment 
to that one point for the length of an inhalation, and the length of an 
exhalation. You are not trying to do it for, say, fifteen minutes, because 
you would never succeed at that, if that were your designated span of 
time for one-pointed concentration. So use this span of an inhalation 
and an exhalation.

The success of this depends on your patience rather than on 
your willpower, because the mind does wander and we always have 
to patiently go back to the breath. When we’re aware that the mind 
wanders off, we note why this is: it may be because we tend to just put 
in a lot of energy at first and then not sustain it, making too much effort 
without sustaining power. So we are using the length of an inhalation 
and the length of an exhalation in order to limit the effort to just this 
length of time within which to sustain attention. Put forth effort at 
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the beginning of the exhalation to sustain it through that, through the 
exhalation to the end, and then again with the inhalation. Eventually it 
becomes even, and one is said to have ‘samādhi’ when it seems effortless.

At first it seems like a lot of effort, or that we can’t do this because we 
aren’t used to doing it. Most minds have been trained to use associative 
thought. The mind has been trained by reading books and the like, to go 
from one word to the next, to have thoughts and concepts based on logic 
and reason. However, mindfulness of breathing is a different kind of 
training, where the object that we’re concentrating on is so simple that 
it’s not at all interesting on the intellectual level. So it’s not a matter of 
being interested in it, but of putting forth effort and using this natural 
function of the body as a point of concentration. The body breathes 
whether one is aware of it or not. It’s not like pranayama, where we’re 
developing power through the breath, but rather developing samādhi 
– concentration – and mindfulness through observing the breath, the 
normal breath, as it is right now. As with anything, this is something 
that we have to practise to be able to do; nobody has any problem 
understanding the theory, it’s in the continuous practice of it that 
people feel discouraged.

But note that very discouragement that comes from not being able 
to get the result that you want, because that’s the hindrance to the 
practice. Note that very feeling, recognize that, and then let it go. Go 
back to the breath again. Be aware of that point where you get fed up 
or feel aversion or impatience with it, recognize it, then let it go and go 
back to the breath again.



3   I   The Mantra ‘Buddho’

If you’ve got a really active thinking mind, you may find the mantra 
‘Buddho’ helpful. Inhale on ‘Bud’ and exhale on ‘-dho’ so you’re 
actually thinking this for each inhalation. This is a way of sustaining 
concentration: so for the next fifteen minutes, do the ānāpānasati, 
putting all your attention, composing your mind with the mantra 
‘Buddho.’ Learn to train the mind to that point of clarity and brightness 
rather than just sinking into passivity. It requires sustained effort: one 
inhalation of ‘Bud’ – fully bright and clear in your mind, the thought 
itself raised and bright from the beginning to the end of the inhalation, 
and ‘-dho’ on the exhalation. Let everything else go at this time. The 
occasion has arisen now to do just this – you can solve your problems 
and the world’s problems afterwards. At this time this much is all the 
occasion calls for. Bring the mantra up into consciousness. Make the 
mantra fully conscious instead of just a perfunctory passive thing that 
makes the mind dull; energize the mind so that the inhalation on ‘Bud’ 
is a bright inhalation, not just a perfunctory ‘Bud’ sound that fades 
out because it never gets brightened or refreshed by your mind. You 
can visualize the spelling so that you’re fully with that syllable for the 
length of an inhalation, from the beginning to the end. Then ‘-dho’ on 
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the exhalation is performed the same way so that there’s a continuity 
of effort rather than sporadic leaps and starts and failures.

Just notice if you have any obsessive thoughts that are coming up – 
some silly phrase that might be going through your mind. Now if you 
just sink into a passive state, then obsessive thoughts will take over. 
But learning to understand how the mind works and how to use it 
skilfully, you’re taking this particular thought, the concept of ‘Buddho’ 
(the Buddha, the One Who Knows), and you’re holding it in the mind 
as a thought. You’re not holding it as an obsessive, habitual thought, 
but as a skilful use of thought, using it to sustain concentration for the 
length of one inhalation, exhalation, for fifteen minutes.

The practice is that, no matter how many times you fail and your 
mind starts wandering, you simply note that you’re distracted, or that 
you’re thinking about it, or you’d rather not bother with ‘Buddho’ – ‘I 
don’t want to do that. I’d rather just sit here and relax and not have 
to put forth any effort. Don’t feel like doing it.’ Or maybe you’ve got 
other things on your mind at this time, creeping in at the edges of 
consciousness – so you note that. Note what mood there is in your mind 
right now – not to be critical or discouraged, but just calmly, coolly 
notice if you’re calmed by it, or if you feel dull or sleepy; if you’ve been 
thinking all this time or if you’ve been concentrating. Just to know.

The obstacle to concentration practice is aversion to failure 
and the incredible desire to succeed. Practice is not a matter of 
willpower, but of wisdom, of noting wisdom. With this practice, you 
can learn where your weaknesses are, where you tend to get lost. 
You witness the kind of character traits you’ve developed in your 
life so far, not to be critical of them but just to know how to work 
with them and not be enslaved by them. This means a careful, wise 
reflection on the way things are. So rather than avoiding them at all 
costs, even the ugliest messes are observed and recognized. That’s an 
enduring quality. Nibbāna is often described as being ‘cool.’ Sounds 
like hip talk, doesn’t it? But there’s a certain significance to that 
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word. Coolness to what? It tends to be refreshing, not caught up in 
passions but detached, alert and balanced.

The word ‘Buddho’ is a word that you can develop in your life as 
something to fill the mind with rather than with worries and all kinds 
of unskilful habits. Take the word, look at it, listen to it: ‘Buddho!’ It 
means the One Who knows, the Buddha, the awakened, that which is 
awake. You can visualize it in your mind. Listen to what your mind says 
– blah, blah, blah, etc. It goes on like this, an endless kind of excrement 
of repressed fears and aversions. So, now, we are recognizing that. 
We’re not using ‘Buddho’ as a club to annihilate or repress things, but as 
a skilful means. We can use the finest tools for killing and for harming 
others, can’t we? You can take the most beautiful Buddha-rupa and 
bash somebody over the head with it if you want! That’s not what we 
call ‘Buddhānussati’ (reflection on the Buddha), is it? But we might do 
that with the word ‘Buddho’ as a way of suppressing those thoughts 
or feelings. That’s an unskilful use of it. Remember we’re not here to 
annihilate but to allow things to fade out. This is a gentle practice of 
patiently imposing ‘Buddho’ over the thinking, not out of exasperation, 
but in a firm and deliberate way.

The world needs to learn how to do this, doesn’t it? Rather than use 
guns and bombs to annihilate anything that gets in the way, and then 
ranting and threatening each other, the geopolitical powers could learn 
to let go of ideological conflict. But it’s a human tendency – all of us, 
in our personal lives tend to hang on and squabble. How many of you 
have said nasty things to each other? Even in our lives we do that, don’t 
we? How many of you have said nasty things to someone else recently, 
wounding things, unkind barbed criticism, just because they annoy you, 
get in your way, or frighten you? So we practise just this with the little 
nasty annoying things in our own mind, the things which are foolish and 
stupid. We use ‘Buddho’, not as a club but as a skilful means of allowing 
it to go, to let go of it. Now for the next fifteen minutes, go back to your 
noses, with the mantra ‘Buddho.’ See how to use it and work with it.





4   I			Effort	and	Relaxation
Effort is simply doing what you have to do. It varies according to 
people’s characters and habits. Some people have a lot of energy – so 
much so that they are always on the go, looking for things to do. You 
see them trying to find things to do all the time, putting everything 
into the external. In meditation, we’re not seeking anything to do out 
of a need to escape – but we are developing effort internally. The effort 
is just to observe the mind and concentrate on the meditation object.

If you make too much effort, you just become restless and if you 
don’t put enough effort in, you become dull and the body begins to 
slump. Your body is a good measure of effort: you make the body 
straight, you can fill the body with effort; align the body, pull up your 
chest, keep your spine straight. It takes a lot of willpower so your body 
is a good thing to watch for effort. If you’re slack you just find the easiest 
posture – the force of gravity pulls you down. When the weather is 
cold, you have to put energy up through the spine so that you’re filling 
your body out, rather than huddling under blankets. With ānāpānasati, 
‘mindfulness of breathing,’ you are concentrating on the rhythm. 
I found it most helpful for learning to slow down rather than doing 
everything quickly – like thinking – you’re concentrating on a rhythm 
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that is much slower than your thoughts. But ānāpānasati requires you 
to slow down, it has a gentle rhythm to it. So we stop thinking: we are 
content with one inhalation, one exhalation – taking all the time in the 
world, just to be with one inhalation, from the beginning to the middle 
and end.

If you’re trying to get samādhi (concentration) from ānāpānasati, 
then you have already set a goal for yourself – you’re doing this in order 
to get something for yourself, so ānāpānasati becomes a very frustrating 
experience, you become angry with it. Can you stay with just one 
inhalation? To be content with just one exhalation? To be content with 
just the simple little span you have to slow down, don’t you?

When you’re aiming to get jhāna (absorption) from this meditation 
and you’re really putting a lot of effort into it, you are not slowing 
down, you’re trying to get something out of it, trying to achieve 
and attain rather than humbly being content with one breath. The 
success of ānāpānasati is just that much – mindful for the length of one 
inhalation, for the length of one exhalation. Establish your attention at 
the beginning and the end – or beginning, middle and end. This gives 
you some definite points for reflection, so that if your mind wanders 
a lot during the practice, you pay special attention, scrutinizing the 
beginning, the middle and the end. If you don’t do this then the mind 
will tend to wander.

All our effort goes into just that; everything else is suppressed during 
that time, or discarded. Reflect on the difference between inhalation 
and exhalation – examine it. Which do you like best? Sometimes the 
breathing will seem to disappear; it becomes very fine. The body seems 
to be breathing by itself and you get this strange feeling that you’re not 
going to breathe. It’s a bit frightening.

But this is an exercise; you centre on the breathing, without trying 
to control it at all. Sometimes when you are concentrating on the 
nostrils, you feel that the whole body is breathing. The body keeps 
breathing, all on its own.



25

EFFORT AND RELAXATION

Sometimes we get too serious about everything – totally lacking in 
joy and happiness, no sense of humour; we just repress everything. So 
gladden the mind, be relaxed and at ease, taking all the time in the 
world, without the pressure of having to achieve anything important: 
nothing special, nothing to attain, no big deal. It’s just a little thing; 
even when you have only one mindful inhalation during the morning, 
that is better than what most people are doing – surely it is better than 
being heedless the whole time.

If you’re a really negative person then try to be someone who is 
kinder and more self-accepting. Just relax and don’t make meditation 
into a burdensome task for yourself. See it as an opportunity to be 
peaceful and at ease with the moment. Relax your body and be at peace.

You’re not battling with the forces of evil. If you feel averse towards 
ānāpānasati, then note that, too. Don’t feel that it is something you have 
to do, but see it as a pleasure, as something you really enjoy doing. You 
don’t have to do anything else, you can just be completely relaxed. You’ve 
got all you need, you’ve got your breathing, you just have to sit here, 
there is nothing difficult to do, you need no special abilities, you don’t 
even need to be particularly intelligent. When you think, ‘I can’t do it’, 
then just recognize that as resistance, fear or frustration and then relax.

If you find yourself getting all tense and uptight about ānāpānasati, 
then stop doing it. Don’t make it into a difficult thing, don’t make it into 
a burdensome task. If you can’t do it, then just sit. When I used to get 
in terrible states, then I would just contemplate ‘peace.’ I would start 
to think, ‘I’ve got to ... I’ve got to ... I’ve got to do this.’ Then I’d think, 
‘Just be at peace, relax.’

Doubts and restlessness, discontent, aversion – soon I was able to 
reflect on peace, saying the word over and over, hypnotizing myself, 
‘relax, relax.’ The self doubts would start coming, ‘I’m getting nowhere 
with this, it’s useless, I want to get something.’ Soon I was able to be 
peaceful with that. You can calm down and when you relax, you can do 
ānāpānasati. If you want something to do, then do that.
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At first, the practice can get very boring; you feel hopelessly clumsy 
like when you are learning to play the guitar. When you first start 
playing, your fingers are so clumsy, it seems hopeless, but once you have 
played for some time, you gain skill and it’s quite easy. You’re learning 
to witness to what is going on in your mind, so you can know when 
you’re getting restless and tense, averse to everything, you recognize 
that, you’re not trying to convince yourself that it is otherwise. You’re 
fully aware of the way things are: what do you do when you’re uptight, 
tense and nervous? You relax.

In my first years with Ajahn Chah, I used to be very serious about 
meditation sometimes; I really got much too grim and solemn about 
myself. I would lose all sense of humour and just get DEAD SERIOUS, all 
dried up like an old twig. I would put forth a lot of effort, but it would 
be so strung up and unpleasant, thinking, ‘I’ve got to ... I’m too lazy.’

I felt such terrible guilt if I wasn’t meditating all the time – a grim, 
joyless state of mind. So I watched that, meditating on myself as a 
dried stick. When the whole thing was totally unpleasant, I would just 
remember the opposites, ‘You don’t have to do anything. Nowhere to 
go, nothing to do. Be peaceful with the way things are now, relax, let 
go.’ I’d use that.

When your mind gets into this condition, apply the opposite, learn 
to take things easy. You read books about not putting any effort into 
things – ‘just let it happen in a natural way’ – and you think, ‘All I have 
to do is lounge about.’ Then you usually lapse into a dull, passive state. 
But that is the time when you need to put forth a bit more effort.

With ānāpānasati, you can sustain effort for one inhalation. And if 
you can’t sustain it for one inhalation, then do it for half an inhalation 
at least. In this way, you’re not trying to become perfect all at once. You 
don’t have to do everything just right, because of some idea of how it 
could be, but you work with the kind of problems as they are. But if you 
have a scattered mind, then it is wisdom to recognize the mind that 
goes all over the place – that’s insight. To think that you shouldn’t be 
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that way, to hate yourself or feel discouraged because that is the way 
you happen to be – that’s ignorance.

With ānāpānasati, you recognize the way it is now and you start 
from there: you sustain your attention a little longer and you begin 
to understand what concentration is, making resolutions that you can 
keep. Don’t make Superman resolutions when you’re not Superman. Do 
ānāpānasati, for ten or fifteen minutes rather than thinking you can do 
it the whole night, ‘I’m going to do ānāpānasati from now until dawn.’ 
Then you fail and become angry. You set periods that you know you 
can do. Experiment, work with the mind until you understand how to 
put forth effort, how to relax.

Ānāpānasati is something immediate. It takes you to insight – 
vipassanā. The impermanent nature of the breath is not yours, is it? 
Having been born, the body breathes all on its own. In and out breaths 
– the one conditions the other. As long as the body is alive, that is the 
way it will be. You don’t control anything, breathing belongs to nature, 
it doesn’t belong to you, it is not-self. When you observe this, you are 
doing vipassanā, insight. It’s not something exciting or fascinating or 
unpleasant. It’s natural.





5   I   Walking Mindfully

Walking ‘jongrom’1 is a practice of concentrated walking whereby 
you’re with the movement of your feet. You bring your attention 
to the walking of the body from the beginning of the path to the 
end, turning around, and the body standing. Then there arises 
the intention to walk, and then the walking. Note the middle of 
the path and the end, stopping, turning, standing: the points for 
composing the mind when the mind starts wandering every which 
way. You can plan a revolution or something while walking jongrom 
if you’re not careful! How many revolutions have been plotted 
during jongrom walking? So, rather than doing things like that, we 
use this time to concentrate on what’s actually going on. These 
aren’t fantastic sensations, they’re so ordinary that we don’t really 
notice them. Now notice that it takes an effort to really be aware 
of things like that.

Now when the mind wanders and you find yourself off in India 
while you’re in the middle of the jongrom path, then recognize – 
‘Oh!’ You’re awakened at that moment. You’re awake, so then re-
establish your mind on what’s actually happening, with the body 
walking from this place to that. It’s a training in patience because 

1 Jongrom (Thai): pacing to and fro on a straight path.
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the mind wanders all over the place. If in the past you’ve had blissful 
moments of walking meditation and you think, ‘On the last retreat 
I did walking jongrom and I really felt just the body walking. I felt 
that there was no self and it was blissful, oh, if I can’t do that again.’ 
Note that desire to attain something according to a memory of some 
previous happy time. Note that as a condition; that’s an obstacle. 
Give it all up, it doesn’t matter whether a moment of bliss comes out 
of it. Just one step and the next step – that’s all there is to it, a letting 
go, a being content with very little, rather than trying to attain some 
blissful state that you might have had at some time while doing 
this meditation. The more you try, the more miserable your mind 
becomes, because you’re following the desire to have some lovely 
experience according to a memory. Be content with the way it is 
now, whatever it is. Be peaceful with the way it is at this moment, 
rather than rushing around trying to do something now to get some 
state that you want

One step at a time – notice how peaceful walking meditation is 
when all you have to do is be with one step. But if you think you’ve 
got to develop samādhi from this walking practice, and your mind 
goes all over the place, what happens? ‘I can’t stand this walking 
meditation, get no peace out of it, I’ve been practising trying to get 
this feeling of walking without anybody walking and my mind just 
wanders everywhere’ – because you don’t understand how to do it 
yet, your mind is idealizing, trying to get something, rather than just 
being. When you’re walking, all you have to do is walk. One step, next 
step – simple. But it is not easy, is it? The mind is carried away, trying 
to figure out what you should be doing, what’s wrong with you and 
why you can’t do it.

But in the monastery what we do is to get up in the morning, do 
the chanting, meditate, sit, clean the monastery, do the cooking, sit, 
stand, walk, work; whatever, just take it as it comes, one thing at a 
time. So, being with the way things are is non-attachment, that brings 
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peacefulness and ease. Life changes and we can watch it change, we 
can adapt to the changing nature of the sensory world, whatever it is. 
Whether it’s pleasant or unpleasant, we can always endure and cope 
with life, no matter what happens to us. If we realize the truth, we 
realize inner peacefulness.





6   I   Kindness

In English the word ‘love’ often refers to ‘something that I like.’ For 
example, ‘I love sticky rice’, ‘I love sweet mango.’ We really mean we like 
it. Liking is being attached to something such as food which we really 
like or enjoy eating. We don’t love it. Mettā means you love your enemy; 
it doesn’t mean you like your enemy. If somebody wants to kill you 
and you say, ‘I like them’, that is silly! But we can love them, meaning 
that we can refrain from unpleasant thoughts and vindictiveness, from 
any desire to hurt them or annihilate them. Even though you might 
not like them – they are miserable, wretched people – you can still be 
kind, generous and charitable towards them. If some drunk came into 
this room who was foul and disgusting, ugly and diseased, and there 
was nothing one could be attracted to in him – to say, ‘I like this man’ 
would be ridiculous. But one could love him, not dwell in aversion, not 
be caught up in reactions to his unpleasantness. That’s what we mean 
by mettā.

Sometimes there are things one doesn’t like about oneself, but mettā 
means not being caught up in the thoughts we have, the attitudes, the 
problems, the thoughts and feelings of the mind. So it becomes an 
immediate practice of being very mindful. To be mindful means to have 
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mettā towards the fear in your mind, or the anger, or the jealousy. Mettā 
means not creating problems around existing conditions, allowing 
them to fade away, to cease. For example, when fear comes up in your 
mind, you can have mettā for the fear – meaning that you don’t build 
up aversion to it, you can just accept its presence and allow it to cease.

You can also minimize the fear by recognizing that it is the same 
kind of fear that everyone has, that animals have. It’s not my fear, it’s 
not a person’s, it’s an impersonal fear. We begin to have compassion for 
other beings when we understand the suffering involved in reacting 
to fear in our own lives – the pain, the physical pain of being kicked, 
when somebody kicks you. That kind of pain is exactly the same kind 
of pain that a dog feels when he’s being kicked, so you can have mettā 
for the pain, meaning a kindness and a patience of not dwelling in 
aversion. We can work with mettā internally, with all our emotional 
problems: you think, ‘I want to get rid of it, it’s terrible.’ That’s a lack 
of mettā for yourself, isn’t it? Recognize the desire to get rid of! Don’t 
dwell in aversion for existing emotional conditions. You don’t have 
to pretend to feel approval of your faults. You don’t think, ‘I like my 
faults.’ Some people are foolish enough to say, ‘My faults make me 
interesting. I’m a fascinating personality because of my weaknesses.’ 
Mettā is not conditioning yourself to believe that you like something 
that you don’t like at all, it is just not dwelling in aversion. It’s easy to 
feel mettā towards something you like – pretty little children, good- 
looking people, pleasant-mannered people, little puppies, beautiful 
flowers – we can feel mettā for ourselves when we’re feeling good: ‘I am 
feeling happy with myself now.’ When things are going well it’s easy to 
feel kind towards that which is good and pretty and beautiful. At this 
point we can get lost. Mettā isn’t just good wishes, lovely sentiments, 
high-minded thoughts, it’s always very practical.

If you’re being very idealistic, and you hate someone, then you feel, 
‘I shouldn’t hate anyone. Buddhists should have mettā for all living 
beings. I should love everybody. If I’m a good Buddhist then I should 
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like everybody.’ All that comes from impractical idealism. Have mettā 
for the aversion you feel, for the pettiness of the mind, the jealousy, 
envy – meaning peacefully coexisting, not creating problems, not 
making it difficult nor creating problems out of the difficulties that 
arise in life, within our minds and bodies.

In London, I used to get very upset when travelling on the 
Underground. I used to hate it, those horrible Underground stations 
with ghastly advertising posters and great crowds of people on those 
dingy, grotty trains which roar along the tunnels. I used to feel a total 
lack of mettā. I used to feel so averse to it all, then I decided to practise 
being patient and kind while travelling on the London Underground. 
Then I began to really enjoy it, rather than dwelling in resentment. I 
began to feel kindly towards the people there. The aversion and the 
complaining all disappeared – totally.

When you feel aversion towards somebody, you can notice the 
tendency to start adding to it, ‘He did this and he did that, and he’s 
this way and he shouldn’t be that way.’ Then when you really like 
somebody, ‘He can do this and he can do that. He’s good and kind.’ But 
if someone says, ‘That person’s really bad!’ you feel angry. If you hate 
somebody and someone else praises him, you also feel angry. You don’t 
want to hear how good your enemy is. When you are full of anger, you 
can’t imagine that someone you hate may have some virtuous qualities; 
even if they do have some good qualities, you can never remember any 
of them. You can only remember all the bad things. When you like 
somebody, even his faults can be endearing – ‘harmless little faults.’

So recognize this in your own experience; observe the force of 
like and dislike. Practising patience and kindness is a very useful and 
effective instrument for dealing with all the petty trivia which the 
mind builds up around unpleasant experience. Mettā is also a very 
useful method for those who have discriminative, very critical minds. 
They can see only the faults in everything, but they never look at 
themselves, they only see what’s ‘out there.’
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It is now very common to always be complaining about the weather 
or the government. Personal arrogance gives rise to these really nasty 
comments about everything; or you start talking about someone who 
isn’t there, ripping them apart, quite intelligently, and quite objectively. 
You are so analytical, you know exactly what that person needs, what 
they should do and what they should not do, and why they’re this way 
and that. Very impressive to have such a sharp, critical mind and know 
what they ought to do. You are, of course, saying, ‘Really, I’m much 
better than they are.’

But with mettā, you are not blinding yourself to the faults and flaws 
in everything. You are just peacefully coexisting with them. You are 
not demanding that it be otherwise. So mettā sometimes needs to 
overlook what’s wrong with yourself and everyone else – it doesn’t 
mean that you don’t notice those things, it means that you don’t 
develop problems around them. You stop that kind of indulgence by 
being kind and patient – peacefully coexisting.



7   I   Mindfulness of the Ordinary

Now for the next hour we’ll do the walking practice, using the motion 
of walking as the object of concentration, bringing your attention 
to the movement of your feet, and the pressure of the feet touching 
the ground. You can use the mantra ‘Buddho’ for that also – ‘Bud’ for 
the right, ‘-dho’ for the left, using the span of the jongrom path. See 
if you can be fully with, fully alert to the sensation of walking from 
the beginning of the jongrom path to the end. Use an ordinary pace, 
then you can slow it down or speed it up accordingly. Develop a normal 
pace, because our meditation moves around the ordinary things rather 
than the special. We use the ordinary breath, not a special ‘breathing 
practice’; the sitting posture rather than standing on our heads; normal 
walking rather than running, jogging or walking methodically slowly 
– just a relaxed pace. We’re practising around what’s most ordinary, 
because we take it for granted. But now we’re bringing our attention 
to all the things we’ve taken for granted and never noticed, such as 
our own minds and bodies. Even doctors trained in physiology and 
anatomy are not really with their bodies. They sleep with their bodies, 
they’re born with their bodies, they grow old, have to live with them, 
feed them, exercise them and yet they’ll tell you about a liver as if it 
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was on a chart. It’s easier to look at a liver on a chart than to be aware 
of your own liver, isn’t it? So we look at the world as if somehow we 
aren’t a part of it and what’s most ordinary, what’s most common we 
miss, because we’re looking at what’s extraordinary.

Television is extraordinary. They can put all kinds of fantastic 
adventurous romantic things on the television. It’s a miraculous thing, 
so it’s easy to concentrate on. You can get mesmerized by the ‘telly.’ 
Also, when the body becomes extraordinary, say it becomes very ill, or 
very painful, or it feels ecstatic or wonderful feelings go through it, we 
notice that! But just the pressure of the right foot on the ground, just 
the movement of the breath, just the feeling of your body sitting on the 
seat when there’s not any kind of extreme sensation – those are the 
things we’re awakened to now. We’re bringing our attention to the way 
things are for an ordinary life.

When life becomes extreme, or extraordinary, then we find we 
can cope with it quite well. Pacifists and conscientious objectors are 
often asked this famous question: ‘You don’t believe in violence, so 
what would you do if a maniac was attacking your mother?’ That’s 
something that I think most of us have never had to worry about very 
much! It’s not the kind of ordinary daily occurrence in one’s life. But if 
such an extreme situation did arise, I’m sure we would do something 
that would be appropriate. Even the nuttiest person can be mindful 
in extreme situations. But in ordinary life when there isn’t anything 
extreme going on, when we’re just sitting here, we can be completely 
nutty, can’t we? It says in the Pāṭimokkha2 discipline that we monks 
shouldn’t hit anyone. So then I sit here worrying about what I would do 
if a maniac attacks my mother. I’ve created a great moral problem in 
an ordinary situation, when I’m sitting here and my mother isn’t even 
here. In all these years there hasn’t been the slightest threat to my 
mother’s life from maniacs (from California drivers, yes!). Great moral 
questions we can answer easily in accordance with time and place if, 
now, we’re mindful of this time and this place.

2 Pāṭimokkha: Monastic Rule, the 227 training rules for Buddhist monks.



39

MINDFULNESS OF THE ORDINARY

So we’re bringing attention to the ordinariness of our human 
condition; the breathing of the body; the walking from one end of the 
jongrom path to the other; and to the feelings of pleasure and pain. As 
we go on in the retreat, we examine absolutely everything, watch and 
know everything as it is. This is our practice of vipassanā – to know 
things as they are, not according to some theory or some assumption 
we make about them.





8   I   Listening to Thought

In opening the mind, or ‘letting go,’ we bring attention to one point on 
just watching, or being the silent witness who is aware of what comes 
and goes. With this vipassanā, we’re using the three characteristics of 
anicca (change), dukkha (unsatisfactoriness), anattā (not-self) to observe 
mental and physical phenomena. We’re freeing the mind from blindly 
repressing, so if we become obsessed with any trivial thoughts or fears, 
or doubts, worries or anger, we don’t need to analyze them. We don’t 
have to figure out why we have it, but just make it fully conscious.

If you’re really frightened of something, be consciously frightened. 
Don’t just back away from it, but notice that tendency to try to get 
rid of it. Bring up fully what you’re frightened of, think it out quite 
deliberately, and listen to your thinking. This is not to analyze, but just 
to take fear to its absurd end, where it becomes so ridiculous you can 
start laughing at it. Listen to desire, the mad ‘I want this, I want that, 
I’ve got to have, I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t have this, and I want 
that...’ Sometimes the mind can just scream away, ‘I want this!’ – and 
you can listen to that.

I was reading about confrontations, where you scream at each other 
and that kind of thing, say all the repressed things in your mind; this is a 
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kind of catharsis, but it lacks wise reflection. It lacks the skill of listening 
to that screaming as a condition, rather than just as a kind of ‘letting 
oneself go’, and saying what one really thinks. It lacks that steadiness 
of mind, which is willing to endure the most horrible thoughts. In this 
way, we’re not believing that those are personal problems, but instead 
taking fear and anger, mentally, to an absurd position, to where they’re 
just seen as a natural progression of thoughts. We’re deliberately 
thinking all the things we’re afraid of thinking, not just out of blindness, 
but actually watching and listening to them as conditions of the mind, 
rather than personal failures or problems.

So, in this practice now, we begin to let things go. You don’t have 
to go round looking for particular things, but when things which you 
feel obsessed with keep arising, bothering you, and you’re trying to 
get rid of them, then bring them up even more. Deliberately think 
them out and listen, like you’re listening to someone talking on the 
other side of the fence, some gossipy old fish-wife: ‘We did this, and 
we did that, and then we did this and then we did that...’ and this old 
lady just goes rambling on! Now, practise just listening to it here as 
a voice, rather than judging it, saying, ‘No, no, I hope that’s not me, 
that’s not my true nature’, or trying to shut her up and saying, ‘Oh, 
you old bag, I wish you’d go away!’ We all have that, even I have that 
tendency. It’s just a condition of nature, isn’t it? It’s not a person. So, 
this nagging tendency in us – ‘I work so hard, nobody is ever grateful’ 
– is a condition, not a person. Sometimes when you’re grumpy, nobody 
can do anything right – even when they’re doing it right, they’re doing 
it wrong. That’s another condition of the mind, it’s not a person. The 
grumpiness, the grumpy state of mind is known as a condition: aniccā 
– it changes; dukkha – it is not satisfactory; anattā – it is not a person. 
There’s the fear of what others will think of you if you come in late: 
you’ve overslept, you come in, and then you start worrying about what 
everyone’s thinking of you for coming in late – ‘They think I’m lazy.’ 
Worrying about what others think is a condition of the mind. Or we’re 
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always here on time, and somebody else comes in late, and we think, 
‘They always come in late, can’t they ever be on time!’ That also is 
another condition of the mind.

I’m bringing this up into full consciousness, these trivial things, 
which you can just push aside because they are trivial, and one doesn’t 
want to be bothered with the trivialities of life; but when we don’t 
bother, then all that gets repressed, so it becomes a problem. We start 
feeling anxiety, feeling aversion to ourselves or to other people, or 
depressed; all this comes from refusing to allow conditions, trivialities, 
or horrible things to become conscious.

Then there is the doubting state of mind, never quite sure what to 
do: there’s fear and doubt, uncertainty and hesitation. Deliberately 
bring up that state of never being sure, just to be relaxed with that state 
of where the mind is when you’re not grasping hold of any particular 
thing. ‘What should I do, should I stay or should I go, should I do this 
or should I do that, should I do ānāpānasati or should I do vipassanā?’ 
Look at that. Ask yourself questions that can’t be answered, like ‘Who 
am I?’ Notice that empty space before you start thinking it – ‘who?’ 
– just be alert, just close your eyes, and just before you think ‘who’, 
just look, the mind’s quite empty, isn’t it? Then, ‘Who-am-I?’, and then 
the space after the question mark. That thought comes and goes out 
of emptiness, doesn’t it? When you’re just caught in habitual thinking, 
you can’t see the arising of thought, can you? You can’t see, you can 
only catch thought after you realize you’ve been thinking; so start 
deliberately thinking, and catch the beginning of a thought, before 
you actually think it. You take deliberate thoughts like, ‘Who is the 
Buddha?’ Deliberately think that, so that you see the beginning, the 
forming of a thought, and the end of it, and the space around it. You’re 
looking at thought and concept in a perspective, rather than just 
reacting to them.

Say you’re angry with somebody. You think, ‘That’s what he said, 
he said that and he said this and then he did this and he didn’t do that 
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right, and he did that all wrong, he’s so selfish.’ And then you remember 
what he did to so-and-so, and then ... One thing goes on to the next, 
doesn’t it? You’re just caught in this one thing going on to the next, 
motivated by aversion. So rather than just being caught in that whole 
stream of associated thoughts, concepts, deliberately think: ‘He is the 
most selfish person I have ever met!’ And then note the ending of that 
thought. ‘He’s a rotten egg, a dirty rat; he did this and then he did that!’ 
– and then the ending of that. You get to see it all as very funny!

When I first went to Wat Pah Pong, I used to have tremendous anger 
and aversion arise. I’d just feel so frustrated, sometimes because I never 
knew what was really happening, and I didn’t want to have to conform 
so much as I had to there. I was just fuming. Ajahn Chah would be going 
on – he could give two hour talks in Lao – and I’d have a terrible pain 
in the knees. So I’d have those thoughts: ‘Why don’t you ever stop 
talking? I thought Dhamma was simple, why does he have to take two 
hours to say something?’ I’d become very critical of everybody, and 
then I started reflecting on this and listening to myself, getting angry, 
being critical, being nasty, resenting, ‘I don’t want this I don’t want 
that, I don’t like this, I don’t see why I have to sit here, I don’t want to 
be bothered with this silly thing I don’t know ...’ on and on. And I kept 
thinking, ‘Is that a very nice person that’s saying that? Is that what you 
want to be like, that thing that’s always complaining and criticizing, 
finding fault, is that the kind of person you want to be?’ ‘No! I don’t 
want to be like that.’

But I had to make it fully conscious to really see it, rather than 
believe in it. I felt very righteous within myself, and when you feel 
righteous, and indignant, and you’re feeling that they’re wrong, then 
you can easily believe those kinds of thoughts: ‘I see no need for this 
kind of thing, after all, the Buddha said … The Buddha would never 
have allowed this, the Buddha; I know Buddhism!’ Bring it up into 
conscious form, where you can see it, make it absurd, and then you have 
a perspective on it and it gets quite amusing. You can see what comedy 
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is about! We take ourselves so seriously, ‘I’m such an important person, 
my life is so terribly important, that I must be extremely serious about 
it at all moments. My problems are so important, so terribly important; 
I have to spend a lot of time with my problems because they’re so 
important.’ One thinks of oneself somehow as very important, so then 
think it, deliberately think, ‘I’m a Very Important Person, my problems 
are very important and serious.’ When you’re thinking that deliberately 
it sounds silly, because you realize you’re not terribly important – none 
of us are. And the problems we make out of life are trivial things. Some 
people can ruin their whole lives by creating endless problems, and 
taking them all so seriously.

If you think of yourself as an important and serious person, then 
trivial things or foolish things are things that you don’t want. If you 
want to be a good person, and a saintly one, then evil conditions are 
things that you have to repress out of consciousness. If you want to 
be a loving and generous type of being, then any type of meanness 
or jealousy or stinginess is something that you have to repress or 
annihilate in your mind. So whatever you are most afraid of in your 
life that you might really be, think it out, watch it. Make confessions: 
‘I want to be a tyrant!’ or, ‘I want to be a heroin smuggler!’ or, ‘I want 
to be a member of the Mafia!’ – or whatever it is. We’re not concerned 
with the quality of it any more, but the mere characteristic that it’s an 
impermanent condition; it’s unsatisfactory, because there’s no point in 
it that can ever really satisfy you. It comes and it goes, and it’s not-self.





9   I   The Hindrances and  
their Cessation

As we listen inwardly, we begin to recognize the whispering voices of 
guilt, remorse and desire, jealousy and fear, lust and greed. Sometimes 
you can listen to what lust says: ‘I want, I’ve got to have, I’ve got to have, 
I want, I want!’ Sometimes it doesn’t even have any object. You can just 
feel lust with no object, so you find an object. The desire to get something, 
‘I want something, I want something! I’ve got to have something, I want 
...’ You can hear that if you listen to your mind. Usually we find an object 
for lust, such as sex; or we can spend our time fantasizing.

Lust may take the form of looking for something to eat, or anything 
to absorb into, become something, unite with something. Lust is always 
on the lookout, always seeking for something. It can be an attractive 
object which is allowable for monks, like a nice robe or an alms-bowl 
or some delicious food. You can see the inclination to want it, to touch 
it, to try and somehow get it, own it, possess it, make it mine, consume. 
And that’s lust, that’s a force in nature which we must recognize; not to 
condemn it and say, ‘I’m a terrible person because I have lust!’ – because 
that’s another ego reinforcement, isn’t it? As if we are not supposed to 
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have any lust, as if there were any human being who didn’t experience 
desire for something!

These are conditions in nature which we must recognize and see; 
not through condemnation, but through understanding them. So we 
get to really know the movement in our mind of lust, greed, seeking 
something – and the desire to get rid of. You can witness that also 
– wanting to get rid of something you have, or some situation, or 
pain itself. ‘I want to get rid of the pain I have, I want to get rid of 
my weakness, I want to get rid of dullness, I want to get rid of my 
restlessness, my lust. I want to get rid of everything that annoys me. 
Why did God create mosquitoes? I want to get rid of the pests.’

Sensual desire is the first of the hindrances (nīvaraṇa). Aversion is 
the second one; your mind is haunted with not wanting, with petty 
irritations and resentments, and then you try and annihilate them. So 
that’s an obstacle to your mental vision, that’s a hindrance. I’m not 
saying we should try to get rid of that hindrance – that’s aversion – 
but to know it, to know its force, to understand it as you experience 
it. Then you recognize the desire to get rid of things in yourself, the 
desire to get rid of things around you, desire not to be here, desire not 
to be alive, desire to no longer exist. That’s why we like to sleep, isn’t it? 
Then we can not exist for a while. In sleep consciousness we don’t exist 
because there isn’t that same feeling of being alive any more. That’s 
annihilation. So some people like to sleep a lot because living is too 
painful for them, too boring, too unpleasant. If we’re prone to getting 
depressed, or riddled with doubt, we may seek an escape through sleep 
– or try other ways to force these moods out of consciousness.

The third hindrance is sleepiness, lethargy, sloth, drowsiness, 
torpor; we tend to react to this with aversion. But this also can be 
understood. Dullness can be known – the heaviness of body and mind, 
slow, dull movement. Witness the aversion to it, the wanting to get rid 
of it. You observe the feeling of dullness in the body and mind. Even the 
knowledge of dullness is changing, unsatisfactory, not-self.
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Restlessness is the opposite of dullness; this is the fourth hindrance. 
You’re not dull at all, you’re not sleepy, but restless, nervous, anxious, 
tense. Again, it may have no specific object. Unlike the feeling of 
wanting to sleep, restlessness is a more obsessive state. You want to do 
something, run here ... do this ... do that ... talk, go round, run around. 
And if you have to sit still for a little while when you’re feeling restless, 
you feel penned in, caged; all you can think of is jumping, running 
about, doing something. So you can witness that also, especially when 
you’re contained within a form where you can’t just follow restlessness. 
The robes that bhikkhus wear are not conducive to jumping up into 
trees and swinging from the branches. We can’t act out this ‘leaping’ 
tendency of the mind, so we have to watch it.

Doubt is the fifth hindrance. Sometimes our doubts may seem very 
important, and we like to give them a lot of attention. We are very 
deluded by them, because they appear to be so substantial. ‘Some 
doubts are trivial, yes, but this is an Important Doubt. I’ve got to know 
the answer. I’ve got to be sure. I’ve got to know definitely, should I 
do this or should I do that! Am I doing this right? Should I go there, 
or should I stay here a bit longer? Am I wasting my time? Have I been 
wasting my life? Is Buddhism the right way or isn’t it? Maybe it’s not 
the right religion!’ This is doubt.

You can spend the rest of your life worrying about whether you 
should do this or that, but one thing you can know is that doubt is a 
condition of the mind. Sometimes that tends to be very subtle and 
deluding. In our position as ‘the One Who Knows,’ we know doubt is 
doubt. Whether it’s an important or trivial one, it’s just doubt, that’s 
all. ‘Should I stay here, or should I go somewhere else?’ It’s doubt. 
‘Should I wash my clothes today or tomorrow?’ That’s doubt. Not very 
important, but then there are the important ones. ‘Have I attained 
‘stream-entry’ yet? What is a ‘stream-enterer,’ anyway? Is Ajahn 
Sumedho an ‘arahant’?3 Are there any arahants at the present time?’ 
Then people from other religions come and say, ‘Yours is wrong, ours 

3 Stream-enterer, arahant are the first and final stages of enlightenment 
(see Glossary).
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is right!’ Then you think, ‘Maybe they’re right! Maybe ours is wrong.’ 
What we can know is that there is doubt. This is being the knowing, 
knowing what we can know, knowing that we don’t know. Even when 
you’re ignorant of something, if you’re aware of the fact that you don’t 
know, then that awareness is knowledge.

So this is being the knowing, knowing what we can know. The 
five hindrances are your teachers, because they’re not the inspiring, 
radiant gurus from the picture books. They can be pretty trivial, 
petty, foolish, annoying and obsessive. They keep pushing, jabbing, 
knocking us down all the time until we give them proper attention and 
understanding, until they are no longer problems. That’s why one has 
to be very patient; we have to have all the patience in the world, and 
the humility to learn from these five teachers.

And what do we learn? That these are just conditions in the 
mind; they arise and pass away; they’re unsatisfactory, not-self. 
Sometimes one has very important messages in our lives. We tend 
to believe those messages, but what we can know is that those 
are changing conditions: and if we patiently endure through that, 
then things change automatically, on their own, and we have the 
openness and clarity of mind to act spontaneously, rather than 
react to conditions. With bare attention, with mindfulness, things 
go away on their own; you don’t have to get rid of them because 
everything that begins, ends. There is nothing to get rid of, you just 
have to be patient with them and allow things to take their natural 
course into cessation.

When you are patient, allowing things to cease, then you begin 
to know cessation – silence, emptiness, clarity – the mind clears, and 
there is stillness. The mind is still vibrant, it’s not oblivious, repressed 
or asleep, and you can hear the silence of the mind.

To allow cessation means that we have to be very kind, very gentle 
and patient, humble, not taking sides with anything, the good, the bad, 
the pleasure, or the pain. Gentle recognition allows things to change 
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according to their nature, without interfering. So then we learn to turn 
away from seeking absorption into the objects of the senses. We find 
our peace in the emptiness of the mind, in its clarity, in its silence.





10   I    Emptiness and Form

When your mind is quiet, listen, and you can hear that vibrational 
sound in the mind – ‘the sound of silence.’ What is it? Is it an ear sound, 
or is it an outward sound? Is it the sound of the mind or the sound of 
the nervous system, or what? Whatever it is, it’s always there, and it 
can be used in meditation as something to turn towards.

Recognizing that all that arises passes away, we begin to look at 
that which doesn’t arise or pass, and is always there. If you start trying 
to think about that sound, have a name for it, or claim any kind of 
attainments from it, then of course you are using it in the wrong way. 
It’s merely a standard to refer to when you’ve reached the limit of the 
mind, and the end of the mind as far as we can observe it. So from 
that position you can begin to watch. You can think and still hear that 
sound (if you’re thinking deliberately, that is), but once you’re lost in 
thought, then you forget it and you don’t hear it any more. So if you get 
lost in thought, then once you’re aware that you’re thinking again, turn 
to that sound, and listen to it for a long time.

Where before you’d get carried away by emotions or obsessions 
or the hindrances that arise, now you can practise by gently, very 
patiently reflecting on the particular condition of the mind as anicca, 



54

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

dukkha, anattā, and then letting go of it. It’s a gentle, subtle letting go, 
not a slam-bang rejection of any condition. So the attitude, the right 
understanding is more important than anything else. Don’t make 
anything out of that sound of silence. People get excited, thinking 
they’ve attained something, or discovered something, but that in itself 
is another condition you create around the silence. This is a very cool 
practice, not an exciting one; use it skilfully and gently for letting go, 
rather than for holding onto a view that you’ve attained something! If 
there’s anything that blocks someone in their meditation, it’s the view 
that they’ve attained something from it!

Now, you can reflect on the conditions of the body and mind and 
concentrate on them. You can sweep through the body and recognize 
sensations, such as the vibrations in the hands or feet, or you can 
concentrate on any point in your body. Feel the sensation of the 
tongue in the mouth, touching the palate, or the upper lip on top of 
the lower one, or just bring into the consciousness the sensation of 
wetness of the mouth, or the pressure of the clothes on your body – 
just those subtle sensations that we don’t bother to notice. Reflecting 
on these subtle physical sensations, concentrate on them and your 
body will relax. The human body likes to be noticed. It appreciates 
being concentrated on in a gentle and peaceful way, but if you’re 
inconsiderate and hate the body, it really starts becoming quite 
unbearable. Remember we have to live within this structure for the 
rest of our lives. So you’d better learn how to live in it with a good 
attitude. You say, ‘Oh, the body doesn’t matter, it’s just a disgusting 
thing, gets old, gets sick and dies. The body doesn’t matter, it’s the 
mind that counts.’ That attitude is quite common amongst Buddhists! 
But it actually takes patience to concentrate on your body, other 
than out of vanity. Vanity is a misuse of the human body, but this 
sweeping awareness is skilful. It’s not to enforce a sense of ego, but 
simply an act of goodwill and consideration for a living body – which 
is not you anyway.
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So your meditation now is on the five khandhas4 and the emptiness 
of the mind. Investigate them until you fully understand that all that 
arises passes away and is not-self. Then there’s no grasping of anything 
as being oneself, and you are free from that desire to know yourself as 
a quality or a substance. This is liberation from birth and death.

This path of wisdom is not one of developing concentration to get 
into a trance state, get high and get away from things. You have to 
be very honest about intention. Are we meditating to run away from 
things? Are we trying to get into a state where we can suppress all 
thoughts? This wisdom practice is a very gentle one of allowing even 
the most horrible thoughts to appear, and let them go. You have an 
escape hatch, it’s like a safety valve where you can let off the steam 
when there’s too much pressure. Normally, if you dream a lot, then 
you can let off steam in sleep. But no wisdom comes from that, does 
it? That is just like being a dumb animal; you develop a habit of doing 
something and then getting exhausted, then crashing out, then getting 
up, doing something and crashing out again. But this path is a thorough 
investigation and an understanding of the limitations of the mortal 
condition of the body and mind. Now you’re developing the ability 
to turn away from the conditioned and to release your identity from 
mortality.

You’re breaking through that illusion that you’re a mortal thing – 
but I’m not telling you that you’re an immortal creature either, because 
you’ll start grasping at that, and you might start thinking, ‘My true 
nature is one with the ultimate, absolute Truth. My real nature is the 
Deathless, timeless eternity of bliss.’ But you notice that the Buddha 
refrained from using phrases that would get us attached to our ideas 
of an Ultimate Truth. We can get very starry-eyed when we start using 
terms and phrases such as these.

It’s actually more skilful to watch that tendency to want to name 
or conceive what is inconceivable, to be able to tell somebody else, 
or describe it just to feel that you have attained something. It is more 

4 Khandhas: the five categories by which the Buddha summarized how 
existence is experienced: i.e. in terms of form (rūpa), feeling (vedanā), 
perception (saññā), mental formations (saṅkhārā) and consciousness 
(viññāṇa). 
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important to watch that than to follow it. Not that you haven’t realized 
anything, either, but be that careful and that vigilant not to attach to 
that realization, because if you do, of course this will just take you to 
despair again.

If you do get carried away, as soon as you realize you got carried 
away, then stop. Certainly don’t go round feeling guilty about it or 
being discouraged, but just stop that. Calm down, let go, let go of 
it. You notice that religious people have insights, and they get very 
glassy-eyed. Born-again Christians are just aglow with this fervour. 
Very impressive, too! I must admit, it’s very impressive to see people 
so radiant. But in Buddhism, that state is called ‘saññā-vipallāsa’ – 
‘meditation madness.’ When a good teacher sees you’re in that state, he 
puts you in a hut out in the woods and tells you not to go near anyone! 
I remember I went like that in Nong Khai the first year before I went 
to Ajahn Chah, I thought I was fully enlightened, just sitting there in 
my hut. I knew everything in the world, understood everything. I was 
just so radiant, and ... but I didn’t have anyone to talk to. I couldn’t 
speak Thai, so I couldn’t go and hassle the Thai monks. But the British 
Consul from Vientiane happened to come over one day, and somebody 
brought him to my hut ... and I really let him have it, double-barrelled! 
He sat there in a stunned state, and, being English, he was very, very 
polite, but every time he got up to go I wouldn’t let him. I couldn’t 
stop, it was like Niagara Falls, this enormous power coming out, and 
there was no way I could stop it myself. Finally he left, made an escape 
somehow: I never saw him again, I wonder why.

So when we go through that kind of experience, it’s important to 
recognize it. It’s nothing dangerous if you know what it is. Be patient 
with it, don’t believe it or indulge in it. You notice Buddhist monks 
never go around saying much about what ‘level of enlightenment’ 
they have – it’s just not to be related. When people ask us to teach, we 
don’t teach about our enlightenment, but about the Four Noble Truths 
as the way for them to be enlightened. Nowadays there are all kinds of 
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people claiming to be enlightened or Maitreya Buddhas, avatars, and 
all have large followings; people are willing to believe that quite easily! 
But this particular emphasis of the Buddha is on recognizing the way 
things are rather than believing in what other people tell us, or say. 
This is a path of wisdom, in which we’re exploring or investigating 
the limits of the mind. Witness and see: ‘Sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā’, ‘all 
conditioned phenomena are impermanent’; ‘sabbe dhammā anattā’, ‘all 
things are not-self.’





11   I   Inner Vigilance

Now, as to the practice of mindfulness. Concentration is where you put 
your attention on an object, sustain your attention on that one point 
(such as the tranquillizing rhythm of normal breathing), until you 
become that sign itself, and the sense of subject and object diminishes. 
Mindfulness, with vipassanā meditation, is the opening of the mind. You 
no longer concentrate on just one point, but you observe insightfully 
and reflect on the conditions that come and go, and on the silence of 
the empty mind. To do this involves letting go of an object; you’re not 
holding on to any particular object, but observing that whatever arises 
passes away. This is insight meditation, or ‘vipassanā.’

With what I call ‘inner listening’, you can hear the noises that go 
on in the mind, the desire, the fears, things that you’ve repressed 
and have never allowed to be fully conscious. But now, even if there 
are obsessive thoughts or fears, emotions coming up, then be willing 
to allow them to become conscious so that you can let them go to 
cessation. If there’s nothing coming or going, then just be in the 
emptiness, in the silence of the mind. You can hear a high frequency 
sound in the mind, that’s always there, it’s not an ear sound. You can 
turn to that, when you let go of the conditions of the mind. But be 
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honest with your intentions. So if you’re turning to the silence, the 
silent sound of the mind, out of aversion to the conditions, it’s just a 
repression again, it’s not purification.

If your intention is wrong, even though you do concentrate on 
emptiness, you will not get a good result, because you’ve been misled. 
You haven’t wisely reflected on things, you haven’t let anything go, 
you’re just turning away out of aversion, just saying, ‘I don’t want to see 
that’, so you turn away. Now this practice is a patient one of being willing 
to endure what seems unendurable. It’s an inner vigilance, watching, 
listening, even experimenting. In this practice, right understanding is 
the important thing, rather than the emptiness or form or anything 
like that. Right understanding comes through the reflection that 
whatever arises, passes away; reflection that even emptiness is not-
self. If you claim that you are one who’s realized emptiness as if you’d 
attained something, that in itself is wrong intention, isn’t it? Thinking 
you’re somebody who has attained or realized on the personal level 
comes from a sense of self. So we make no claims. If there is something 
inside you that wants to claim something, then you observe that as a 
condition of the mind.

The sound of silence is always there so you can use it as a guide 
rather than an end in itself. So it’s a very skilful practice of watching 
and listening, rather than just repressing conditions out of aversion to 
them. But then the emptiness is pretty boring actually. We’re used to 
having more entertainment. How long can you sit being aware of an 
empty mind anyway? So recognize that our practice is not to attach to 
peacefulness or silence or emptiness as an end, but to use it as a skilful 
means to be the knowing and to be alert. When the mind’s empty you 
can watch – there’s still awareness, but you’re not seeking rebirth in 
any condition, because there’s not a sense of self in it. Self always comes 
with the seeking of something or trying to get rid of something. Listen 
to the self saying, ‘I want to attain samādhi’, ‘I’ve got to attain jhāna.’ 
That’s self talking: ‘I’ve got to get first jhāna, second jhāna, before I can 
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do anything’, that idea, you’ve got to get something first. What can 
you know when you read the teachings from different teachers? You 
can know when you’re confused, when you’re doubting, when you’re 
feeling aversion and suspicion. You can know that you’re being the 
knowing, rather than deciding which teacher is the right one.

The mettā practice means to use a gentle kindness by being able to 
endure what you might believe is unendurable. If you have an obsessed 
mind that goes on and chats away and nags, and then you want to get 
rid of it, the more you try to suppress and get rid of it, the worse it 
gets. And then sometimes it stops and you think, ‘Oh, I’ve got rid of it, 
it’s gone.’ Then it’ll start again and you think, ‘Oh no! I thought I’d got 
rid of that.’ So no matter how many times it comes back and goes, or 
whatever, take it as it comes. Be one who takes one step at a time. When 
you’re willing to be one who has all the patience in the world to be with 
the existing condition, you can let it cease. The result of allowing things 
to cease is that you begin to experience release, because you realize that 
you’re not carrying things around that you used to. Somehow things 
that used to make you angry no longer really bother you very much, 
and that surprises you. You begin to feel at ease in situations that you 
never felt at ease in before, because you’re allowing things to cease, 
rather than just holding on and recreating fears and anxieties. Even 
the lack of ease of those around you doesn’t influence you. You’re not 
reacting to other’s lack of ease by getting tense yourself. That comes 
through letting go and allowing things to cease.

So the general picture now is for you to have this inner vigilance, and 
to note any obsessive things that come up. If they keep coming back all 
the time, then you’re obviously attached in some way – either through 
aversion or infatuation. So, you can begin to recognize attachment 
rather than just try to get rid of it. Once you can understand it and 
you can let go, then you can turn to the silence of the mind because 
there’s no point in doing anything else. There’s no point in holding 
on or hanging on to conditions any longer than necessary. Let them 
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cease. When we react to what arises, we create a cycle of habits. A habit 
is something that is cyclical, it keeps going in a cycle, it has no way 
of ceasing. But if you let go, and leave things alone, then what arises 
ceases. It doesn’t become a cycle.

So emptiness isn’t getting rid of everything; it’s not total blankness, 
but an infinite potential for creation to arise and to pass, without your 
being deluded by it. The idea of me as a creator, my artistic talents, 
expressing myself – it’s an incredible ego trip, isn’t it? ‘This is what 
I’ve done, this is mine.’ They say, ‘Oh, you’re very skilled, aren’t you? 
You’re a genius!’ Yet so much of creative art tends to be regurgitations 
of people’s fears and desires. It’s not really creative; it’s just recreating 
things. It’s not coming from an empty mind, but from an ego, which has 
no real message to give other than that it’s full of death and selfishness. 
On a universal level it has no real message other than ‘Look at me!’ 
as a person, as an ego. Yet the empty mind has infinite potential for 
creation. One doesn’t think of creating things; but creation can be done 
with no self and nobody doing it – it happens.

So we leave creation to the Dhamma rather than thinking that 
that’s something to be responsible for. All we have to do now, all that’s 
necessary for us – conventionally speaking, as human beings, as people 
– is to let go; or not attach. Let things go. Do good, refrain from doing 
evil, be mindful. Quite a basic message.



   I			III	Reflection





12   I   The Need for Wisdom  
in the World

We are here with one common interest among all of us. Instead of a 
room of individuals all following their own views and opinions, tonight 
we are all here because of a common interest in the practice of the 
Dhamma. When this many people come together on Sunday night, you 
begin to see the potential for human existence, a society based on this 
common interest in the truth. In the Dhamma we merge. What arises 
passes, and in its passing is peace. So when we begin to let go of our 
habits and attachments to the conditioned phenomena, we begin to 
realize the wholeness and oneness of the mind.

This is a very important reflection for this time, when there are 
so many quarrels and wars going on because people cannot agree on 
anything. Nations against nations, one group against the other – it just 
goes on and on. Quarrels and wars over what? What are they fighting 
about? About their perceptions of the world. ‘This is my land and I want 
it this way. I want this kind of government, and this kind of political 
and economic system,’ and it goes on and on. It goes on to the point 
where we slaughter and torture until we destroy the land we are trying 



66

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

to liberate, and enslave or confuse all the people we are trying to free. 
Why? Because of not understanding the way things are.

The way of the Dhamma is one of observing nature and harmonizing 
our lives with the natural forces. In European civilization we have 
never really looked at the world in that way. We have idealized it. If 
everything were an ideal, then it should be a certain way. And when we 
just attach to ideals, we end up doing what we have done to our earth 
at this time, polluting it, and being at the point of totally destroying 
it because we do not understand the limitations placed on us by the 
earth’s conditions. So in all things of this nature, we sometimes have to 
learn the hard way through doing it all wrong and making a total mess. 
Hopefully it is not an insoluble situation.

Now, in this monastery the monks and nuns are practising the 
Dhamma with diligence. For the whole month of January we are not 
even talking, but dedicating our lives and offering the blessings of our 
practice for the welfare of all sentient beings. This whole month is a 
continuous prayer and offering from this community for the welfare 
of all sentient beings. It is a time just for realization of truth, watching 
and listening and observing the way things are; a time to refrain from 
indulging in selfish habits, moods, to give that all up for the welfare of 
all sentient beings. This is a sign to all people to reflect on this kind of 
dedication and sacrifice of moving towards truth. It’s a pointer towards 
realizing truth in your own life, rather than just living in a perfunctory, 
habitual way, following the expedient conditions of the moment. It’s 
a reflection for others. To give up immoral, selfish or unkind pursuits 
and becoming one who is moving towards impeccability, generosity, 
morality and compassionate action in the world. If we do not do this 
then it is a completely hopeless situation. Everything might as well be 
blown up, because if nobody is willing to use their life for anything 
more than just selfish indulgence, then it is worthless.

This country is a generous and benevolent country, but we can 
just take it for granted and exploit it for what we can get out of it. 
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We do not think much about giving anything to it. We may demand 
a lot, wanting the government to make everything nice for us, and 
then we criticize it when it cannot do it. Nowadays you find selfish 
individuals living their lives on their own terms, without wisely 
reflecting and living in a way that would be a blessing to the society 
as a whole. As human beings we can make our lives into great 
blessings; or we can become a plague on the landscape, taking the 
Earth’s resources for personal gain and getting as much as we can 
for ourselves, for ‘me’ and ‘mine.’

In the practice of the Dhamma the sense of ‘me’ and ‘mine’ starts 
fading away – the sense of ‘me’ and ‘mine’ as this little creature sitting 
here that has a mouth and has to eat. If I just follow the desires of my 
body and emotions, then I become a greedy selfish little creature. But 
when I reflect on the nature of my physical condition and how it can 
be skilfully used in this lifetime for the welfare of all sentient beings, 
then this being becomes a blessing. (Not that one thinks of oneself as 
a blessing, ‘I am a blessing’; it’s another kind of conceit if you start 
attaching to the idea that you are a blessing!). So one is actually living 
each day in such a way that one’s life is something that brings joy, 
compassion, kindness, or at least is not causing unnecessary confusion 
and misery.

The least we can do is keep the Five Precepts5 so that our bodies 
and speech are not being used for disruption, cruelty and exploitation 
on this planet. Is that asking too much of any of you? Is it too fantastic 
to give up just doing what you feel like at the moment in order to be 
at least a little more careful and responsible for what you do and say? 
We can all try to help, be generous and kind and considerate to the 
other beings that we have to share this planet with. We can all wisely 
investigate and understand the limitations we are under, so that we are 
no longer deluded by the sensory world. This is why we meditate. For a 
monk or nun this is a way of life, a sacrifice of our particular desires and 
whims for the welfare of the community, of the Sangha.

5 Establishing non-harming, non-stealing, non-abusive sexuality, right 
speech and sobriety, the Five Precepts are the basic moral precepts to 
be observed by every practising Buddhist.
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If I start thinking of myself and of what I want, then I forget about 
the rest of you because what I particularly want at the moment might 
not be good for the rest of you. But when I use this refuge in the Sangha 
as my guide, then the welfare of the Sangha is my joy and I give up my 
personal whims for the welfare of the Sangha. That’s why the monks 
and nuns all shave their heads and live under the discipline established 
by the Buddha. This is a way of training oneself to let go of self as a 
way of living: a way that brings no shame or guilt or fear into one’s life. 
The sense of disruptive individuality is lost because one is no longer 
determined to be independent from the rest, or to dominate, but to 
harmonize and live for the welfare of all beings, rather than for one’s 
own welfare.

The lay community has the opportunity to participate in this. The 
monks and nuns are dependent upon the lay community just for basic 
survival, so it is an important thing for the lay community to take 
that responsibility. That takes you laypeople out of your particular 
problems and obsessions because when you take time to come here to 
give, to help, to practise meditation and listen to the Dhamma, we find 
ourselves merging in that oneness of truth. 

We can be here together without envy, jealousy, fear, doubt, greed 
or lust because of our inclination towards realizing that truth. Make 
that the intention for your life; don’t waste your life on foolish pursuits!

This truth, it can be called many things. Religions try to convey it 
through concepts and doctrines, but we have forgotten what religion is 
about. In the past hundred years or so, our society has been following 
materialistic science, rational thought and idealism based on our 
ability to conceive of political and economic systems, yet we cannot 
make them work, can we?

We cannot really create a democracy or a true communism or a 
true socialism – we cannot create that because we are still deluded 
by the sense of self. So it ends up in tyranny and in selfishness, 
fear and suspicion. So the present world situation is a result of not 
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understanding the way things are, and a time when each one of us, if 
we really are concerned about what we can do, has to make our own life 
into something worthy. Now how do we do this?

Firstly, we have to admit to any motivations, or selfish indulgence, 
or emotional immaturity in order to know them and be able to let them 
go; to open the mind to the way things are, to be alert. Our practice 
of ānāpānasati is a beginning, isn’t it? It’s not just another habit or 
pastime we develop to keep us busy, but a means of putting forth 
effort to observe, concentrate and be with the way the breath is. We 
could instead spend a lot of time watching television, going to the 
pub and doing all kinds of things that are not very skilful – somehow 
that seems more important than spending any time watching our own 
breath, doesn’t it? When we watch the TV news and see people being 
slaughtered in some global troublespot, all that seems more important 
than just sitting watching inhalations and exhalations.

But this is the mind that does not understand the ways things are; 
so we are interested in watching the shadows on the screen and the 
misery that can be conveyed through a television screen about greed, 
hatred and stupidity, carried on in a most despicable way. Wouldn’t it 
be much more skilful to spend that time being with the way the body 
is right now? It would be better to have respect for this physical being 
here so that one learns not to exploit it, misuse it, and then resent it 
when it doesn’t give us the happiness that we want.

In the monastic life we don’t have television because we dedicate 
our lives to doing more useful things, like watching our breath and 
walking up and down the forest path. The neighbours think we are 
dotty. Every day they see people going out wrapped up in blankets and 
walking up and down. ‘What are they doing? They must be crazy!’ We 
had a fox-hunt here a couple of weeks ago. The hounds were chasing 
foxes through our woods (doing something really useful and beneficial 
for all sentient beings!). Sixty dogs and all these grown-up people 
chasing after a wretched little fox.



70

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

It would be better to spend the time walking up and down a forest 
path, wouldn’t it? Better for the fox, for the dogs, for Hammer Wood 
and for the fox-hunters. But people in West Sussex think they are 
normal. They’re the normal ones and we’re the nutty ones. When we 
watch our breath and walk up and down the forest path at least we are 
not terrorizing foxes! How would you feel if sixty dogs were chasing 
you? Just imagine what your heart would do if you had a pack of sixty 
dogs chasing after you and people on horseback telling them to get 
you. It’s ugly when you really reflect on this.

Yet that is considered normal, or even a desirable thing to do in this 
part of England. Because people don’t take time to reflect, we can be 
victims of habit, caught in desires and habits. If we really investigated 
fox-hunting, we wouldn’t do it. Anyone who had any intelligence 
and really considered what that is about wouldn’t want to do it. On 
the other hand, when we walk up and down mindfully or watch our 
breathing, we begin to be more intelligent, aware and sensitive. And 
through these seemingly insignificant practices, just as when we keep 
the Five Precepts, the truth stands out: living in the Dhamma creates a 
field of blessing for the world.

When you start reflecting on the way things are and remember 
when your life has really been in danger, you will know how horrible 
that feeling is. It is an absolutely terrifying experience. One doesn’t 
intentionally want to subject any other creature to that experience, if 
one has reflected on it. There is no way in which one is intentionally 
going to subject another creature to that terror. If you do not reflect, 
you think foxes do not matter, or fish do not matter. They are just 
there for your pleasure – hunting or fishing is something to do on a 
Sunday afternoon. I can remember one woman who came to see me 
and was very upset about us buying the Hammer Pond. (Being part 
of a Buddhist monastery, Hammer Wood and Pond of course became 
wildlife sanctuaries.) She said: ‘You know I get so much peace; I don’t 
come here to fish, I come here for the peacefulness of being here.’ She 
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spent every Sunday out catching fish just to be at peace. I thought she 
looked quite healthy, she was a little plump, she was not starving to 
death. She did not really need to fish for survival.

I said: ‘Well, you could, if you don’t need to fish for survival – you 
have enough money, I hope, to buy fish – you could come here after 
we buy this pond, and you could just meditate here. You don’t have 
to fish.’ She didn’t want to meditate! Then she went on about rabbits 
eating her cabbages, so she had to put out all kinds of things that would 
kill rabbits to keep them from eating her cabbages. This woman never 
reflects on anything. She is begrudging those rabbits her cabbages, but 
she can very well go out and buy cabbages. But rabbits can’t. Rabbits 
have to do the best they can by eating someone else’s cabbages. But 
she never really opened her mind to the way things are, to what is 
truly kind and benevolent. I would not say she was a cruel or heartless 
person, just an ignorant middle-class woman who never reflected on 
nature or realized the way the Dhamma is. So she thinks that cabbages 
are there for her and not for rabbits, and fish are there so that she can 
have a peaceful Sunday afternoon torturing them.

Now this ability to reflect and observe is what the Buddha was 
pointing to in his teachings, as the liberation from the blind following 
of habit and convention. It is a way to liberate this being from the 
delusion of the sensory condition through wise reflection on the way 
things are. We begin to observe ourselves, the desire for something, 
or the aversion, the dullness or the stupidity of the mind. We are 
not picking and choosing or trying to create pleasant conditions 
for personal pleasure, but are even willing to endure unpleasant or 
miserable conditions in order to understand them as just that, and 
be able to let them go. We are starting to free ourselves from running 
away from things we don’t like.

We also begin to be much more careful about how we do live. Once 
you see what it is all about, you really want to be very, very careful 
about what you do and say. You can have the intention not to live life 
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at the expense of any other creature. One no longer feels that one’s life 
is so much more important than anyone else’s. One begins to feel the 
freedom and the lightness in that harmony with nature rather than the 
heaviness of exploitation of nature for personal gain. When you open 
the mind to the truth, then you realize there is nothing to fear. What 
arises passes away, what is born dies, and is not-self – so that our sense 
of being caught in an identity with this human body fades out. We don’t 
see ourselves as some isolated, alienated entity lost in a mysterious and 
frightening universe. We don’t feel overwhelmed by it, trying to find a 
little piece of it that we can grasp and feel safe with, because we feel at 
peace with it. Then we have merged with the truth.



   I   Ajahn Sumedho interviewed 
by Roger Wheeler





13   I   Part One

I first met Ajahn Sumedho at the Centre for Higher Tibetan Studies in 
Switzerland, in spring 1979. He had just finished giving a ten-day course 
in the mountains near Berne, and was invited to spend a couple of days 
at the Centre by its Abbot, Geshe Rabten. One person who attended 
Bhikkhu Sumedho’s course liked to be around him because he was ‘just 
such a nice guy.’ It was heartening for me to see a monk who kept the 
rules of discipline, the Vinaya, strictly, yet maintained a softness and 
naturalness behind his observance of them.

To illustrate Sumedho’s resoluteness about the importance of 
practice and meditation: while we were walking on the hillside near the 
Centre, overlooking the French and Swiss Alps with Lake Geneva below, 
he asked me whether I had a desire to return to India. I answered that 
I would go if it were for the purpose of improving my Tibetan. I could 
then return to the West and act as an interpreter for a Tibetan master 
or work as a translator of Tibetan texts. His only response to that was: 
‘Why don’t you just get enlightened?’

When Ajahn Sumedho (‘Ajahn’ is the Thai equivalent of the 
Sanskrit Ācārya, or ‘Master’) came to the Insight Meditation Society in 
May 1981, he conducted an eight-day work retreat. As the following 
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interview will show, nothing special is cultivated in the meditation; 
no particular technique is taught. One’s only responsibility is to 
remain mindful in all activities throughout the day. ‘Live simply, be 
natural and watch the mind’ are the keys to his practice. During the 
retreat the students performed various tasks around the centre for 
two hours every afternoon. Some painted, some cleaned the building, 
others worked in the garden. We chanted prayers every morning 
and evening, and I was rather surprised to see how the twenty-five 
participants (most of whom were new to meditation) so quickly and 
easily adapted to the bowing and ceremony that the two monks, 
Sumedho and the young English monk Sucitto who accompanied him, 
asked them to perform.

Ajahn Sumedho inspired the retreatants with his three daily 
impromptu talks, and casually spent his lunch hour and the one-and-a-
half hour tea break willingly answering their questions about Dhamma 
practice and entertaining them with stories about monastic life in 
Thailand. What was most encouraging for me was to see that there are 
monks who have the determination and the motivation to maintain 
the purity of a tradition. I appreciated Ajahn Sumedho’s humour and 
patience with my persistent questions concerning organized religion. 
His views on the values of tradition and monastic life enabled me to see 
this matter from a different perspective.

The following is the major part of three interviews.
RW: What attracted you to Buddhism? What did you feel it had to offer?
AS: The path of liberation.
RW: Had you tried other paths or methods as well?
AS: At one time I was quite a devout Christian, but I later became 
disillusioned with Christianity, mainly because I did not understand 
the teachings and was not able to find anyone who could help me to 
comprehend them. There did not seem to be any way to practise 
Christianity other than just believing or blindly accepting what was said.
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What impressed me about Buddhism was that it did not ask one 
merely to believe. It was a way where one was free to doubt. It offered 
a practical way of finding out the truth through one’s own experience, 
rather than through accepting the teachings of other people. I realized 
that was the way I had to do it, because it’s my nature to doubt and 
question rather than to believe. Therefore, religions that asked one to 
accept on faith were simply out. I could not even begin to get near them.

When I discovered Buddhism it was like a revelation for me, since 
I saw that one’s religious inclinations could be fulfilled in this way. 
Previously I had felt a sense of sorrow because I knew the material 
world was not satisfactory for me, and yet the religion I had been 
brought up in offered no way of practice other than just blind faith. 
Buddhism was quite a joyous discovery.

(Ajahn Sumedho mentioned being inspired by D.T. Suzuki’s books, 
and having encountered Buddhism in Japan while in the navy during 
the Korean War.)
RW: Upon completion of your naval service, did you remain in California 
or did you return to Asia?
AS: After I left the navy I went back to the University of Washington to 
finish my bachelor’s degree in Far Eastern Studies. I then went to the 
University of California at Berkeley for an MA in Asian Studies. When I 
completed that in 1963, I went into the Peace Corps.
RW: What attracted you to Thailand more than to Japan, for example, 
where Suzuki’s teachings originated?
AS: Well, I was in that part of the world. Also, I remembered the cold 
winters of Japan. Since Thailand had such a nice sunny climate, I felt I 
might as well see what it had to offer, because I dreaded having to live 
through those cold winters. 
RW: Did you immediately go to Ajahn Chah’s monastery?
AS: No, I went first to Bangkok where I practised meditation as a layman. 
During the mornings I taught English at Thammasat University and 
in the afternoons I went off to practise meditation. I later decided to 
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become a monk, but I did not want to live in Bangkok because I did 
not find it very suitable for me. While I was on vacation in Laos I met a 
Canadian monk who recommended that I get ordained in a Thai town 
across the Mekong River. So I followed his advice and went forth as a 
samanera at a temple in Nong Khai. That year I mainly practised on my 
own, without a teacher. The following year I met a disciple of Ajahn 
Chah, a Thai monk who spoke English. He took me to meet Ajahn Chah.
RW: And you remained at Ajahn Chah’s monastery for ten years?
AS: Yes.
RW: You mentioned that it was the doubting aspect of Buddhism that 
attracted you to it. One was able to doubt. It very often happens that 
people are attracted to the Tibetan tradition because of the personality 
or wisdom of the teacher. Does the teacher have such a significant role 
in the Theravada tradition?
AS: No. They try to de-emphasize that, but people are often attracted 
to teachers, which is very natural. However, the discipline itself is 
arranged so that one does not adore a teacher. One keeps within the 
discipline by respectful attitudes and compassionate actions towards 
any teacher, or anyone. I was not really looking for a teacher. I did 
not have the feeling that I needed a particular kind of teacher. But I 
had confidence in the Buddha’s teaching. When I met Ajahn Chah my 
confidence in him grew when I realized what a wise man he was. At 
first I liked him but I did not feel any great devotion. But I stayed there, 
and I really don’t know why, because there were many things I did not 
like about the place. But I just seemed to stay there ... for ten years!
RW: How would Ajahn Chah instruct his disciples?
AS: Ajahn Chah set up a monastery which provided the opportunity for 
people to be ordained and practise Buddhist meditation. So what he 
mainly offers is a place, a conducive environment. The teaching itself 
is just the traditional Buddhist teaching of the Four Noble Truths. He 
adheres to the Vinaya discipline. Part of the agreement to live there is 
that the monks adapt their behaviour to the traditional discipline. I felt 
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that was very much what I needed. It was an opportunity to live under 
a convention of that kind. My background was very permissive and 
freewheeling, and I realized that was a great weakness in my nature. 
I resented authority and did not know how to conform to discipline in 
any way, so I was quite glad to have the opportunity to do that. It was a 
good challenge for me and I knew that was what I needed to do. Much 
conceit still existed in me, wanting to live on my own terms. Ajahn 
Chah was very strict. We had to live on the terms established by the 
monastery. I learned to do that there.

Ajahn Chah does not stress method. He stresses just being 
aware during the day and night, being mindful and watching the 
impermanence of conditions as one experiences life.

During the first year, while I was in Bangkok, I meditated alone. 
Since I understood the meditation technique, when I went to Wat 
Pah Pong, Ajahn Chah just encouraged me to keep doing what I had 
learned in Bangkok. He did not demand that I adapt my behaviour to 
any particular form or technique other than the Vinaya discipline of 
the monks.





14   I   Part Two

RW: I would like to read to you something from Krishnamurti concerning 
tradition. He says: ‘To carry the past over to the present, to translate 
the movement of the present in terms of the past destroys the living 
beauty of the present. There is nothing sacred about tradition, however 
ancient or modern. The brain carries the memories of yesterday, which 
is tradition, and is frightened to let go because it cannot face something 
new. Tradition becomes our security and when the mind is secure it’s 
in decay. One must take the journey unburdened, sweetly, without any 
effort, never stopping at any shrine, at any monument, or for any hero, 
social or religious, alone with beauty and love.’6

Now, your and Sucitto’s presence here has been an obvious display 
of the carrying on of a tradition that has existed for over 2,500 years. 
Concerning this quotation, I wonder if one could get too caught up in 
form, missing the intended purpose? Or another way of stating it, how 
does one avoid getting caught up in form?
AS: Well, it’s like driving a car. One could dismiss the convention of 
a car and say, ‘I am not going to depend on that because it’s from the 
past, so I’ll just walk on my own to New York City’, or, ‘I’ll invent my 
own car, because I don’t want to copy someone else and take something 

6 J. Krishnamurti: The Only Revolution. (New York, Harper & Row, 1970), p. 76.
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that is from the past and bring it into the present.’ I could do that and 
maybe I would succeed. I don’t know. The point is not so much in the 
vehicle that is used, but in getting to New York City. Whether one goes 
slowly or quickly, one should take what is available, whatever vehicle 
one finds around. If there isn’t any, invent one or just walk. One must 
do the best one can. But if there is one already around, why not learn 
to use it, especially if it’s still operable? Tradition is like that. It’s not 
clinging. One can also cling to the idea that one does not need tradition, 
which is just another opinion or view. 

Quotations like that are tremendously inspiring, but they are 
not always very practical because one forms another opinion that 
traditions are wrong or harmful. The problem, you see (I am sure 
Krishnamurti must realize this) does not lie in the tradition but in the 
clinging. This body is a conventional form that came from the past. The 
language that we use, the world we live in and the societies we are part 
of are all conventional forms that were born in the past. So one could 
say that one does not want anything to do with them, in which case 
one should stop talking completely. Krishnamurti should stop having 
books published.
RW: He says to his listeners, ‘I don’t know why you buy these books.’
AS: We live in a conventional world. It’s not a matter of depending on 
conventions, but of learning how to use them skilfully. We can use 
language for gossip, lying and becoming obsessed speakers; we can 
become perfectionists, fussbudgets with language. The important thing 
to understand is that language is communication. When I communicate 
something to you, I try to speak as directly and clearly as possible. It’s 
a skill. But if my tongue were cut out I would just learn to live without 
speaking, that’s all. That would not be any great sorrow –  but a bit of 
an inconvenience for some things; it might be convenient for many 
other things.

Religious traditions are just conventions that can be used or not, 
according to time and place. If one knows how to use them through 
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the tradition, one is much better off than someone who does not 
know, who thinks that they are all just a waste of time. One can go to a 
Christian church, a Theravada monastery or a synagogue and respect, 
get a feeling for the convention one finds there, without feeling that 
it’s bad or wrong. It’s not up to us to decide about that. They are all 
based on doing good, refraining from doing evil. But if one clings to 
them, one is bound to them. If one regards religion as just a convention, 
one can learn how to use it properly. It’s the raft that takes one across.
RW: You mentioned that traditions can be used according to the time 
and place. I noticed that you and Sucitto go on ‘alms-round’ in Barre7  
in the morning. On the one hand I find this quite admirable. On the 
other hand, I wonder what kind of effect this has on a society that isn’t 
Buddhist. To the average householder, a person wearing orange or red 
robes could be anything from a Hare Krishna devotee to whatever. Is 
following the tradition completely, at this time and in this place, doing 
more harm than good? Could it be offensive to these people? Would it 
have been offensive for me to go and listen to Krishnamurti in Saanen 
wearing my robes (which, in that context I chose not to do)?
AS: Well, the intention is good, the time is now, and the place is here. 
Some people will be upset; some will find it very nice. In England it 
upsets some people, but sometimes people need to be upset. They 
need to be shaken a bit, because people are very complacent in these 
countries. Also, going on alms-round attracts good people who seem to 
like it. Since our intention isn’t to shock or harm, how my appearance 
affects others is their problem. I am modestly covered and not out to 
lure them into any kind of relationship or harm them in any way. On 
the contrary; going on alms-round gives them the opportunity to offer 
dāna8 if they are so inclined. In England, admittedly, most people don’t 
understand it. Yet it seems to me that making the alms-round is one of 
the religious conventions that is worth maintaining, because people in 
countries like this have forgotten how to give. It’s like putting juice back 
in the religious body again. It’s getting monks moving within the society.

7 The Insight Meditation Society, where the interview was given, is 
located in Barre, Massachusetts.
8 Dāna means ‘generosity’, but in this context it refers specifically to 
alms-food.
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When the Buddha was a prince, before he was enlightened, he left 
the palace and saw four ‘messengers’ who changed his life. The first 
one was an old man, the second was a sick person, the third was a 
corpse and the fourth was a monk meditating under a tree. I look on 
alms-round as a message. I don’t view it as a duty I have to perform, but 
as just part of my life, the way I live my life. If people object and find it 
very wrong, if it causes people all kinds of problems, then I will not do 
it. That has not happened yet.

However, we can also assume too much. We can assume that people 
will not understand and therefore not give them a chance. When I went 
to England, many people thought that I should not go on alms-round 
in the village near our monastery. They thought it was stupid. Some 
English people as well as Buddhists felt that we should adapt to the 
English customs.

However, I decided to take things as they came. Rather than 
deciding whether or not I should adapt to English customs, I simply 
followed the tradition and played it by ear. I felt it would take its 
own form accordingly. If one trims the tradition down before even 
planting the seed, one often severs or shrinks its whole spirit. The 
entire tradition is based on charity, kindness, goodness, morality … 
and I am not doing anything wrong; I may be doing things that people 
don’t understand …
RW: In my own mind, and I imagine in the minds of others as well, the 
alms-round might seem to be a type of clinging to form, to tradition.
AS: Then one isn’t being mindful. It would just be clinging to a method, 
but that is still better than what most people cling to, isn’t it?
RW: I am not sure. Is it possible to place a value judgement on clinging? 
However, how does one keep the mind awake day and night? While 
performing certain rituals, chanting or on alms-round, how can one 
avoid the repetitive, mechanical routine of our daily existence?
AS: Daily existence is mechanical and routine. The body is mechanical 
and routine. Society is that way. All compounded things just keep doing 
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the same thing over and over. But our minds don’t have to be deluded 
by those habits anymore.
RW: Krishnamurti says that ‘religious people, those who live in a 
monastery, in isolation, or go off to a mountain or a desert, are forcing 
their minds to conform to an established pattern.’9 You said earlier 
that at Ajahn Chah’s monastery you were conforming to an authority 
because you felt that previously ...
AS: One is conforming one’s bodily action to a pattern. That is all.
RW: Yes, Krishnamurti says: ‘forcing ... minds to a pattern.’ The 
mind does conform to an established pattern, not just the body. It’s 
dependent.
AS: Right. That is samatha practice: believing in doctrines and absorbing 
into conditions. But that is not the purpose of Buddhist meditation.
RW: Samatha practice is conforming to doctrines?
AS: If one believes in doctrines, that shapes the thoughts in one’s mind 
to accept certain doctrinal teachings and reject those which don’t fit. 
There is also the samatha practice of tranquillity, where one trains the 
mind to concentrate on an object. This practice calms and steadies the 
mind.
RW: And you are calling that ‘an established pattern’?
AS: Yes. The normal rhythm of one’s breath is an established pattern 
to which you cling and are attached, isn’t it? It gives some tranquillity 
to the mind.
RW: One does not ‘cling’ to the breath. Breathing happens naturally. 
One might say that one observes the breath ...
AS: One focuses solely on the breath. At one particular moment one is 
concentrating and not noticing any other object.
RW: I don’t quite follow. What does that have to do with the mind 
habitually following certain dogmas?
AS: Whatever is a pattern or a condition (saṅkhāra), if one believes in 
that saṅkhāra, one becomes that. If one attaches to any object, one 
becomes that object. So when one is concentrating on the normal 

9 J. Krishnamurti, Freedom from the Known (New York, Harper & Row, 
1969), p. 10.
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breath, one becomes that normal breath. One’s mental form is moulded 
by the breath; one becomes one with that object for as long as the 
concentration lasts. The same holds for doctrines. They are the worlds 
of forms, conventions and habits. One can be likened to a (doctrinal) 
belief in the thoughts of others, in teachings and creeds, in what other 
people say, in Krishnamurti (which is the problem with his disciples).

Mindfulness is not clinging. What Krishnamurti is pointing to is 
awareness of the changing nature of the way things really are in the 
moment. But he seems to delude people by the fact that he started 
[teaching] from a very high place. Most people, even if they think 
about what he is teaching, cannot understand it. It’s something one 
knows through letting go – even of believing in Krishnamurti, or of 
trying to figure out what he is talking about. One has to come down 
to a very low level of humility, what Ajahn Chah calls an earthworm 
level, just being very simple and not expecting any results: doing 
good and refraining from doing evil with body, speech and mind, and 
being mindful.
RW: Why do religions degenerate?
AS: Because they are only conventional truth. They’re not ultimate 
truth. 
RW: But people don’t practise. They practise mechanically. When a 
teacher conducts a course here, the question often arises: ‘Buddhism is 
known as a peaceful religion, and it’s said that a war has never begun 
in the cause of Buddhism.’ But look at Tibet and Cambodia. People were 
massacred. In Laos the monks are working in the fields. One visiting 
Cambodian monk said that basically, people don’t practise, and that is 
why things fall apart, why there is so much trouble.
AS: Well, why is the world as it is? Why were two million Cambodians 
annihilated? One can speculate. But the only thing that one can know is 
that the conditions of one’s mind – greed, hatred and delusion – are the 
reflection of the world, the way it is. The world has murders, violent 
death, atrocities and destruction because we commit them all the time 
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in our minds too. What did you do before you were ordained, or even 
now that you are ordained? You try to annihilate a lot of things from 
your mind, don’t you? If you have anger, jealousy, nasty thoughts, you 
annihilate them, because you think that is the way to solve the problem. 
One annihilates what one thinks is the cause of one’s suffering. Now, 
apply that to a country like Cambodia. The Khmer Rouge government 
believed that the middle-class bourgeoisie was the cause of all suffering, 
so the government annihilated it. That works on the same principle.

Buddhist teachings are non-violent. One does not annihilate pests, 
but understands that even the pests of the mind are impermanent 
and non-self. They will disappear on their own. Many things we are 
frightened of are really our best friends – like fear itself. We are afraid 
of the unknown, but the unknown is the way to enlightenment. Not-
knowing is what brings terror into people’s lives. Many people spend 
much of their lives just trying to find security in some form or another, 
because of fear. Fear drives them to become this or get hold of that, 
to save up a lot of money, to seek pleasure or a safe place to live, or to 
find some ideal person they hope will make them happy forever. That 
is fear of being alone, fear of the unknown, of what we cannot know. 
In meditation, when one is mindful, seeing that very fear as it really is 
leads us into the Deathless, into silence. Yet fear is something to which 
we react very strongly.

So, if one cannot be at peace with the pest of one’s mind, one cannot 
very well expect a stupid government like the Khmer Rouge, or most 
elements of the world, to be any better. We have no right to point the 
blame at things as big as society, to find fault with America (that is easy 
to do), or with Cambodia or Tibet because the monks did not practise 
hard enough, or the Cambodian people were not good Buddhists. That 
is a bit silly, actually. What are you doing about it? That is what I am 
saying. I cannot help Pol Pot’s screwed-up version of the world. How 
he intended to solve the problem was idiocy. But I have seen that very 
same idiocy in myself, the desire to wipe out what I don’t like or what I 
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think is the cause of the world’s or my own suffering. That is where one 
can see how the problem arises. One can say, ‘Oh, the monks weren’t 
good enough’, but that isn’t fair really.
[The next question was not recorded.]
AS: I have had a very fortunate experience with a Buddhist monk, 
Ajahn Chah, and I see what a very happy, tolerant and harmonious 
being he is. Of course, many of his disciples don’t understand what he 
is teaching, though he certainly makes it all very clear and offers them 
every occasion to practise and find out. 

When one talks about dukkha, the first Noble Truth, one isn’t talking 
in abstract about dukkha out there, existing as some sort of undefined 
thing. I am talking about that very feeling in one, in myself, which 
does not feel quite happy or feels a bit upset, worried, discontented, 
insecure, or ill at ease. One experiences the first Noble Truth within 
oneself. One isn’t pointing to dukkha as some sort of vague thing that 
hovers over the world. If one really looks at one’s mind, one finds 
discontentment, restlessness, fear and worry there. That is something 
one can see oneself. One does not have to believe. It would be idiocy to 
say, ‘I believe in the first Noble Truth’, or, ‘I don’t believe in the first 
Noble Truth. I believe that everything is wonderful.’ It’s not a matter 
of believing or disbelieving, but rather of looking inside and asking, 
‘Do I always feel wonderful and happy? Is life just a constant source 
of joy and gaiety, or do I sometimes feel depression, doubt, fear, etc.?’ 
Just speaking from my own experience, I could very much see the first 
Noble Truth. It was not that I wanted a more depressing ideology to 
accept. I recognized that there were fear, uncertainty and uneasiness 
in myself.

But the first Noble Truth isn’t a doctrine. It’s not saying ‘life is 
suffering’, but just saying, ‘there is this.’ Suffering comes and goes. It 
arises (the second Noble Truth), it ceases (the third Noble Truth), and 
from that understanding comes the Eightfold Path (the fourth Noble 
Truth), which is clear vision of the transcendence of it all, through 
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mindfulness. The Eightfold Path is just being mindful in daily life.
RW: Yet mindfulness itself is not a wholesome factor.
AS: Neutral. It does not belong to anybody. It’s not something one is 
lacking; it’s not a personal possession.
RW: There are wholesome and unwholesome mental factors, and there 
are factors which are always present, like mindfulness. Mindfulness 
isn’t innately good.
AS: It’s awareness of good and evil as change. By using the wisdom 
factor of discriminating alertness (satipaññā), one sees the conditions of 
good and evil as impermanent and not-self. This mindfulness-wisdom 
liberates one from the delusion that these conditions tend to give.





15   I   Part Three

RW: I would like to return for a moment to the role of tradition. Do you 
feel that adherence to a particular tradition would naturally tend to 
separate one from another tradition that has a certain set of values?
AS: Well, on the level of convention everything is separate anyway. 
You are separate from me as a person, as a body. That can only be 
solved when we merge by developing wisdom. With conventional form 
there is only separation. There will always be men and women, and 
innumerable religious conventions. These are all on the level of sense- 
perception, which is always discriminatory and separative. It cannot be 
otherwise. Yet if one is mindful, those very conventions take one to the 
Deathless, where we merge. There is no ‘you’ or ‘me’ there.
RW: ‘Deathless’ – how do you use that term?
AS: It just means that which is never born and never dies. There is 
nothing more one can say, really, because words are birth and death.
RW: Could one say that the Deathless is synonymous with the end of 
clinging and grasping?
AS: Non-attachment to mortal conditions.
RW: I find it more the rule than the exception that when belonging 
to a group there is a tendency to feel secure, and to condemn, belittle 
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or speak condescendingly to those who don’t share one’s own 
religious beliefs or philosophical dogmas. I was quite concerned about 
these matters when I left the Centre in Switzerland ... How does one 
overcome this feeling of separation, form versus essence? How can one 
be free from becoming enmeshed in form, whether it be in a study or 
meditative environment?
AS: Well, just be enlightened. It would solve all your problems.
RW: Thanks a lot.
AS: One has to make the best of all these things. Even here [at the 
Insight Meditation Society] the meditation is kind of spoon-fed. It’s 
like sitting in a high chair and having your mother come and dish it 
to you on a little plate. It’s idealistic. For meditators there is hardly 
any friction; everything is secure and provided. In places like Tharpa 
Choeling [the Tibetan Centre in Switzerland] there is more friction, 
much more to forgive, much more confusion for the mind. Chithurst 
is a good example of being neither the best nor the worst place. It is 
adequate. Some people will make use of it, some will not. I don’t want it 
to be too perfect or ideal because people need friction, otherwise they 
become complacent and dull. One has to give people space to work 
through their biases and hang-ups. In my own life I saw how I became 
attached to the teacher, the tradition and the rules. If one is serious 
and watching dukkha, one begins to see that and let it go. That does not 
mean one has to throw away the tradition; it just means that one can 
be at ease with it.

I enjoy monasticism. I like being a monk. I think it’s a very lovely 
way to live as a human being. But if it does not work anymore, when 
the time comes to end it, it will end. That’s it. It does not matter that 
much. But there is no need to throw away the monastic life either. I 
have grown because of it. I have not as yet seen a better way to live 
one’s life, so I stay with this one until it’s time to change. When the 
time for change comes, it will have to come on its own. It’s not up to 
me to decide, ‘Well, I’m fed up with this. I’m going to try something 
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else.’ One can see the whole tenor of a monk’s life is very good. It’s 
harmless, it’s honourable; it’s useful in society, too. I know how to use 
it. I can teach through this tradition. I can teach people how to use the 
tradition, which I think is a good thing to know how to use. One can 
learn how to use conventions instead of just rejecting them. If I give 
you a knife, you can use it for good or ill. That isn’t the knife’s problem, 
is it? If you use it to murder me, would you say, ‘The knife is bad’? The 
knife might be a very good knife, a well-made and useful tool. The same 
with the Theravada or Tibetan tradition; it’s learning how to use them 
skilfully – and that is up to you!

One has to recognize that Asian teachers come from a society (Tibet, 
for example) where everything is more or less taken for granted. They 
have been raised in a society that thinks and lives Buddhism. Whether 
they are devout or not does not make any difference. Nevertheless, it 
affects their whole outlook on themselves and the world. Whereas you 
come from a country which is materialistic, and whose values – based 
on greed and competition, and trust and faith in conceptual learning 
– have affected your mind. Our faith in America is in books, isn’t it? 
In universities. In science. In conceptual learning. In being reasonable.
RW: Do you find that type of learning to be invalid? Or can that also be 
used properly?
AS: No. Right. It’s learning how to use things like that correctly, with 
wisdom. Nothing in the universe is a waste. It’s all perfect. There is 
nothing in it that needs to be rejected or added. There is nothing wrong 
really. One is looking for perfection, but it’s in the imperfect where 
most people go wrong. If one is looking for perfection in a Buddhist 
teacher or a Buddhist tradition, one will be greatly disillusioned. If 
one looks for perfection in Krishnamurti or anyone else, or in the 
perfection of one’s own body and the conditions of one’s mind ... 
perfection isn’t possible! 

One cannot force the mind to think only good thoughts or to be 
always compassionate and kind, without giving rise to even an impulse 
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of aversion or anger. The mind is like a mirror – it reflects. The wise 
man knows the reflections as reflections and not as self. Reflections 
don’t harm the mirror at all. The mirror can reflect the filthiest 
conditions and not be dirtied by it. And the reflections change. They 
are not permanent. Filth and dirt also play an important part. Hatred 
and all the nasty things in one’s mind are like manure. Manure stinks. 
It’s not nice and one isn’t happy to be around it. Yet it does give a lot of 
good nourishment to the roots of plants, so that they will have beautiful 
flowers. If one is able to look at manure and see it for what it is, rather 
than saying, ‘Ugh, get it out of here! I don’t want anything to do with it’, 
one can appreciate its value. Even hatred is Dhamma, teaching us that 
it’s impermanent and not-self. Everything takes us into the Ultimate 
Truth, through seeing that whatever arises passes away. So even the 
dirtiest thought in one’s mind is just that; it’s merely that condition 
changing. If one does not resist or indulge it, it arises up from the void 
and goes back into the void. It’s perfect. There is nothing that is wrong, 
and that is why there is nothing to fear.

If one starts trying to think of ways to change the world so that it 
will be perfect, one will become very bitter and disappointed. People 
get very upset when I say that, because they think I am not going to do 
anything. What needs to be done, I am doing. What does not need to be 
done, I leave undone. Just this condition: one does good and refrains 
from doing evil. That is all I can be responsible for. I cannot make the 
world (my concept of the world) anything other than it is. That concept 
of the world will change as we arouse wisdom within ourselves. We 
will then be able to look at the world as it is, rather than believe in the 
world as we think it is.

The truth isn’t Buddhist. It’s not that Buddhists have any special 
insight into the truth. It’s just that Buddhism is a way that works.
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RW: You mentioned that the emphasis at Ajahn Chah’s monastery is on 

maintaining	the	Vinaya,	the	monks’	discipline.	Do	any	of	his	monks	study	

scripture,	the	Abhidhamma,	for	example?	Does	he	find	that	necessary	or	

place	any	importance	on	study	at	all?

AS: The	monks	do	 study.	There	are	up	 to	 three	 levels	of	governmental	

examinations	 for	 monks.	 Ajahn	 Chah	 encourages	 the	 monks	 to	 take	

these	examinations,	which	require	a	basic	intellectual	understanding	of	

the	Dhamma	and	Vinaya.	So	he	encourages	the	monks	to	do	that	much.	

Ajahn	Chah	will	send	those	monks	who	have	the	inclination	and	aptitude	

to	learn	the	Pali	language	to	a	special	monastery	where	the	language	is	

taught.	However,	he	does	not	go	out	of	his	way	to	encourage	that,	because	

he	 realizes	 it’s	 not	necessary	 to	 know	Pali	 grammar	 in	 order	 to	 attain	

enlightenment.	 It’s	 a	 very	 individual	 thing.	 One	 cannot	make	 just	 one	

suit	of	clothes	to	fit	everyone.	However,	the	general	pattern	encouraged	

at	the	monastery	is	to	develop	one’s	mindfulness	while	living	under	the	

Vinaya	discipline.

RW: Does	Ajahn	Chah	expect	his	monks	to	teach	at	one	point	or	another?	

AS: When	they	are	ready,	he	has	them	start	teaching.



96

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

RW: Then	most	or	all	of	the	monks	will	one	day	teach?

AS: It	also	depends	on	the	monk.	Some	monks	cannot	teach,	that	is,	in	a	

structured	way;	 they	 just	 don’t	 have	 that	 kind	 of	 ability.	 Some	 teach	 in	

other	ways,	just	by	their	living	example.

RW: You	said	earlier	that	you	had	many	difficulties	when	you	were	at	Wat	

Pah	Pong.	What	were	they?	Of	course,	in	the	beginning	you	could	not	speak	

the	language	at	all.	I	am	sure	that	was	a	big	one.

AS:	Well,	it	was	a	strange	culture	and	language.	In	that	situation	one	has	to	

give	up	practically	everything	that	one	is	accustomed	to	in	one’s	own	life.

RW: How	did	you	deal	with	that?

AS: I	 just	did	it,	actually.	 I	don’t	quite	know	how	to	say	how	I	dealt	with	

it.	If	one	wanted	to	stay	and	learn	from	that	place,	one	just	did	what	one	

had	to	do.	I	managed	to	change	my	ways	to	adapt	to	their	ways.	The	Thai	

monks	were	always	very	kind.	It	was	not	a	place	where	people	made	things	

difficult	 for	 one.	 There	was	 always	 generosity	 and	 kindness.	 It	was	 just	

getting	 used	 to	 doing	 things	 in	 different	ways,	 eating	 strange	 food	 and	

speaking	a	different	language.

RW: Sometimes	when	people	from	two	different	cultures	meet,	a	kind	of	

cultural	 arrogance	may	arise	on	one	 side	or	 the	other,	 or	both.	Did	you	

encounter	this?	

AS: Well,	 yes.	 Like	 anyone	 else,	 the	 Thai	 people	 have	 feelings	 about	

their	 culture	and	 society.	However,	we	all	 shared	 living	 in	 common	 in	a	

monastery,	where	the	emphasis	is	not	on	cultural	inheritance	but	rather	

on	the	Buddha’s	teaching,	so	the	cultural	differences	did	not	seem	to	be	

of	any	great	significance	to	anyone.	I	was	much	more	sophisticated	than	

they	were.	 I	had	 travelled	a	great	deal	and	 lived	 in	different	places,	and	

knew	much	more	about	the	world	in	general.	Their	superiority	to	me	was	

in	their	ability	to	live	so	well	and	to	coordinate	in	the	only	tradition	that	

they	knew.	Often	I	felt	very	clumsy	and	foolish,	like	a	very	oafish	person,	

because	I	did	not	tend	to	have	the	physical	coordination	or	agility	in	bodily	

action	that	they	had.
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RW: We	were	talking	the	other	day	about	traditions	and	routines,	and	how	

a	complacent	attitude	may	arise	towards	one’s	practice.	There	is	often	the	

tendency	for	a	young	monk	to	be	very	strict	about	his	vows	and	to	keep	

a	strict	discipline.	Later	one	finds	one	isn’t	really	digging	in	or	doing	the	

practice	seriously.	One	tends	to	become	mechanical	in	one’s	actions,	and	

maybe	the	will	to	discover	the	truth	becomes	stifled	by	the	weight	of	the	

organization	or	the	tradition.	Did	you	find	that	kind	of	degeneration	at	Wat	

Pah	Pong?

AS: Well,	I	didn’t	find	it	for	myself	because	I	had	plenty	of	motivation	on	

my	own,	and	I	did	not	let	any	tradition	stop	me.	But	I	could	see	that	some	

monks	were	 not	 very	motivated.	 They	were	 in	 it	 just	 because	 it’s	 their	

tradition.	Therefore,	 they	 tended	 to	 sink	 into	habitual	 living	as	a	monk.	

Ajahn	Chah	is	quite	an	expert	at	pushing	people	out	of	ruts,	but	he	cannot	

keep	doing	that	all	the	time.	One	cannot	expect	him	to	play	nursemaid	to	

all	the	monks.	I	think	he	did	that	very	much	at	first.	I	have	noticed	that	he	

now	takes	it	all	much	more	easily	and	leaves	it	pretty	much	up	to	the	monk	

to	develop.	That	is	the	way	it	should	be.	This	is	a	very	mature	practice.	The	

teacher	should	not	be	constantly	called	on	to	prod	and	arouse	the	students.	

We	should	do	that	ourselves.	But	there	are	Thai	and	Western	monks	who	

just	seem	to	sink	into	habits.	They	would	do	that	wherever	they	were.	They	

don’t	have	that	‘urgency’	in	their	lives.	

RW: I	think	you	are	poking	fun	at	me	...	Krishnamurti	says,	‘The	guru’s	role	

is	to	point	out.	Finished.	Then	let	the	person	learn.	If	he	inquires,	he	will	

find	out.	But	if	you	tell	him	everything,	then	you	are	treating	him	just	like	

a	child.	There	is	no	meaning	to	it’.10

AS: Right,	right.

10 	J.	Krishnamurti,	The Awakening of Intelligence.	(New	York,	Avon	
Books,	1973),	pp.	147-148.





17   I   Part Five

RW: In your position as Abbot, how would you instruct your monks to 
prevent the possibility of taking things for granted, especially receiving 
charity from lay supporters? How do you advise them to guard against 
things becoming routine, matter of fact, secure; the feeling that it’s just 
a nice, comfortable life?
AS: Well, it’s not exactly a comfortable life. In England the problem 
does not lie in sinking into a routine, because there is no tradition there 
to sink into. It’s new and fresh. So it’s not the case that one can really 
sink into anything. In England there isn’t the security that there is in 
a Buddhist country. Life as a monk in Britain is risky, chancy; it’s not 
guaranteed. So one needs to be much more alert, whereas in Thailand 
one can take things for granted because life as a monk is so established 
and secure there. All one can do is to encourage and keep reminding 
people, because they forget, but how they develop is really up to them. 
As they say, ‘You can take a horse to water ...’ That is all one can do.
RW: Yet for some people there might be a gap between their own 
tendencies and inclinations, and the ideology that they are following. 
How can that gap be bridged?
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AS: That’s why one has to allow people space. That is the real value of 
the monastic life. One has to allow people the time and opportunity to 
develop, rather than expect them to make great changes all at once. 
Some people understand immediately; for others it will take years. That 
does not mean teaching only the ones who understand immediately – 
they don’t need to be taught very much! In the monastery one can also 
provide a place for people at least to live a good life in a wholesome 
way. Eventually something will filter down to them. At least it’s 
good kammically. One isn’t doing any harmful actions. That kind of 
environment encourages one to do good and refrain from doing evil. 
It’s a moral environment. The emphasis is on paying attention, being 
alert and watching, confronting one’s life as one experiences it, looking 
at it, and learning from it.

How determined and resolute one is in the practice is an individual 
matter. Some are very quick, others are very slow; some are neither 
quick nor slow. In the monastery one can allow for the fast and the 
slow. It’s not that one is selecting only the best, the quick ones. The 
advantage of having a monastic community is that it gives many beings 
the opportunity to develop. Some may not ever be enlightened, but at 
least they can develop harmlessness in their lives.

In Thai monasteries very ‘heavy’ people sometimes become monks 
– criminals and the like. For them monastic life is a refuge where 
they are encouraged all the time to do good. Whether they attain 
enlightenment or not, who knows? At least it’s a more skilful way of 
dealing with these types of people (who have enough faith to become 
monks) than to lock them up. Some monks talk about their past, which 
can be quite shocking. When one asks them why they are monks, they 
answer, ‘I have faith in the Buddha’s teaching and it’s the only way that 
I can break from my old ways and habits.’ In worldly life they tend to 
get pulled back into their old patterns.
RW: You would not think, then, that a community of monks would be 
like a crutch or bondage, preventing a person from growing?
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AS: No. Anything can be a crutch or bondage. It all depends on whether 
one uses it or leans on it. People think that having crutches is bad. 
Crutches themselves are not bad. Sometimes we need them. Imagine 
saying to a newborn baby, ‘You have two legs. Get up and walk! I’m not 
going to pick you up, feed you or do anything for you. You’re in the 
world now. You have to learn to take care of yourself!’ A baby is just 
not ready for that yet. Understanding the situation, one feeds it and 
takes care of it. One would not say as soon as the baby starts crawling, 
‘If you depend on crawling, you are going to crawl for the rest of your 
life and never get anywhere. Get up and walk!’ The baby cannot do that. 
He isn’t ready. He isn’t strong enough. By crawling and waving his arms 
and legs, pulling himself up on his chair and having his mother take his 
hand, he develops strength and grows until it’s time to take his first 
step. Naturally, when he starts to walk on his own he does not want 
to use crutches anymore. When children learn to walk independently 
they throw away their crutches. They don’t want to hold mother’s hand 
anymore. In the spiritual path, too, crutches and refuges are sometimes 
deliberately provided for strengthening. When one is strong enough, 
one starts walking independently.
RW: You gave the analogy of a baby crawling, developing slowly, 
gradually. A person who is within the system, just conforming to 
the pattern of it without really digging in – how can that system or 
organization help to shake him out of the rut he is in? Sometimes I feel 
it’s necessary to make a break for the sole purpose of shaking up what 
can be a complacent lifestyle.
AS: Life itself is ever-changing. It’s not that structures and conditions 
themselves change. Some monks have to disrobe and leave. Some find 
nothing in it for themselves after years, and seek something else to 
do. All that one can ask them to do is to try to be as honest as possible 
about their intentions. Each individual has to work out his own life. 
If someone feels he has had enough of monastic life and wants to go 
another way, that is quite all right; it’s his choice. But one should be 
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honest about one’s intentions rather than just using an excuse. That 
is important. The only thing that isn’t nice to hear is when someone 
leaves the monastic order but isn’t honest about why he is leaving. One 
may justify one’s leaving by criticizing the tradition. But sometimes 
people leave owing to justifiable serious doubts. 
RW: As Abbot of Chithurst, how do you advise your monks to view 
ceremonies and rituals that might seem rather remote from the
actual practice?
AS: I personally like rituals. They are quite pleasant to do; they are 
calming. One does them with a group of people. It’s doing something 
that is pleasant, together and in unison. The intention is always good: 
to radiate kindness and to chant the teachings of the Buddha in Pali. 
Ceremony tends to uplift and inspire the minds of many people. 
That is its only function, as far as I can tell. I think it makes life much 
more beautiful. I have seen Dhamma communities which don’t have 
ceremonies. They are a bit gross, actually. 
RW: Gross?
AS: Gross. People just don’t have a sense of etiquette, a kind of 
refinement, a lovely movement, the sense of time and place, that one 
has when one understands the value of precepts and ceremonies. They 
have their beauty.

The bhikkhu’s life is a kind of dance one does. One learns to move. 
The life has its own beautiful form, which is a way of training the 
physical form in beautiful movement, the mental and the physical 
combined. However, it’s not an end in itself. It can become silly if it’s an 
end in itself. And it’s not necessary either. If it does not fit or if people 
don’t want it, then it should not be used. It’s something one can use or 
not use according to time and place.

If one has never used ceremony or does not understand its purpose, 
when one is faced with a ceremony one might reject it, thinking, ‘I don’t 
like it’, or ‘Ceremonies are wrong.’ But they aren’t. There is nothing 
wrong with ceremonies. To feel one should not have ceremonies is just as 
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much an opinion as to feel one should. It’s not a matter of having to say 
one should or should not have them. They are a part of our tradition, so 
we use them, if they are appropriate. If they are not appropriate, we don’t 
use them. This is a matter of knowing rather than of having opinions.
RW: How do you view your role as Abbot? How do you see yourself as a 
figure of authority at Chithurst?
AS: Well, I really don’t think about it. I act very much like the Abbot. 
It’s my nature to appreciate dignity and hierarchal structures. I don’t 
find them unbearable. Actually, I find the role of Abbot great fun. It’s a 
pleasant position to be in. It has its disadvantages in the sense that you 
get everything thrown at you. But I quite like serving others too. I like 
to go back and be number ten in the line. In Thailand it was very nice 
to be nobody, without always having to be up in front of everybody. 
However, our training is to adapt, not to choose. It was not easy to be 
an Abbot at first. It was difficult for me to accept that position, because 
many feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt arose. So I penetrated 
those feelings, I worked with them, making them my meditation object 
to the point where my position became easy for me. I adapted to the 
position rather than believing the thought, ‘Oh, I’m not ready for this’, 
or ‘I don’t want to do this.’ 

Becoming attached to the role of abbot would also be an easy thing 
to do; that is, taking oneself to be someone important. If one is mindful, 
one is checking and watching; these things are just the changing 
conditions of saṁsāra. Sometimes one is the abbot, sometimes the 
servant – everything changes. If one has no preferences, one has no 
suffering when conditions change. But if one is determined not to 
be an abbot or to take a position of responsibility, one suffers when 
conditions arise where one is supposed to do that. On the other hand, 
if one wants to be someone important but is only number ten in the 
line, one also suffers, because of feeling resentful and jealous of those 
who are above one. So one also has to watch for that. The point of the 
Buddha’s teaching is to have that awareness of suffering. Everyone 
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suffers, so we all have to watch for this. The point is not to choose any 
position in the line as ‘mine’. One has to be able to move up or down or 
not at all, depending on time and place.
RW: How did you meditate on this ‘inadequacy’ that you felt? How did 
you confront that?
AS: I just watched. I just brought up and listened to the complaining, 
whining conditions of my mind that kept nagging, ‘I’m not ready.’
RW: Again, during this morning’s meditation, anger and resentment 
were arising. This time I just let it come, watched it, looked at it arising 
and passing, without identifying with it, without getting caught up in 
it. And it went (and will surely come back again!). Is that all the practice 
is: a continuous, steady, constant watching of the arising and passing 
away of phenomena?
AS: It’s just awareness.
RW: And after some time these hindrances will just peter out, dissolve?
AS: Right. If one does not act on it, the habit will just fade away.
RW: But even though one does not act on it, because the propensity 
or tendency for a particular mental disturbance to arise is present, is 
action not being created from that?
AS: One cannot help the conditions that are present which make that 
delusion arise in one’s mind. One of two actions may follow: either one 
reacts by getting caught up in the action, or one represses it.  If one 
tends to repress the unpleasant, listen to the guilt or self-hatred. Bring 
up the mood, ‘Oh, I’m hopeless, stupid, I can’t do anything right, I’m 
wasting my life ...’ Just listen to it, keep bringing it up and listening to 
it. One sees it by skilfully bringing it up and looking at it. And it goes 
away. Otherwise one tends just to repress it.
RW: Even though the delusion or emotion isn’t arising at the time, 
because one knows that it’s a predominant condition which causes one 
continuous agitation, does ‘bringing it up’ simply mean letting it arise?
AS: I would even go seek it. About seven or eight years ago I had a 
problem of jealousy. I hated the jealousy. I had the insight that jealousy 
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was a problem, so I tended to try to annihilate it. When the condition 
arose I would think, ‘Oh God, here it is. I’ve got to try to deal with this 
now. What do I do?’ Well, one is supposed to have muditā for those of 
whom one is jealous. So I would think, ‘I’m really happy for so-and-so. 
I’m really happy he’s successful.’ But I did not mean a word of it, I was 
just lying through my teeth. It was not solving the problem. I would 
repress it, annihilate it, and it would always come bashing back at me. 
Finally I realized that the problem was not with jealousy, but with my 
aversion to it. I just hated myself for having it. I felt I should not have 
that condition; I was ashamed of it. When I had that insight I started 
being jealous of everything. I started bringing jealousy up, thinking of 
everything that made me feel jealous. I kept looking at it. After doing 
that for some time, the problem was no longer there. 

Lust is about something we have greed for, it’s something we enjoy. 
One does not have to keep bringing up lust to look at it, because one 
will get lost in it; it’s too easy to absorb into lust. However, emotions 
like anger and jealousy are a nasty kind of experience for me. I simply 
don’t like them and don’t want them. So instead of pushing them away I 
had to bring them to me, just so I could see them. I deliberately thought 
of past experiences with jealousy; I brought up all the memories that 
particular problem caused. I did not analyze it and try to figure out 
why, but simply looked at its impermanent nature. This movement 
towards it neutralized the habit I had developed of pushing it away. 
Then there was no more problem.

That is why wisdom (paññā) is necessary. When one understands 
the movements of attraction and aversion, one really knows how to 
practise. Finding the balance between drawing near and pushing away 
comes from trusting the wisdom in the heart. I am just giving a guide 
to consider using. See if it works!
RW: How do your monks relate to you? Is it a similar type of relationship 
to what you had with Ajahn Chah?
AS: The monks who are now with me are quite respectful. They are 
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a very good sangha. On occasion I have had monks who gave me 
difficulties, but one learns from that also. Difficult monks who don’t 
like or respect one can teach one an awful lot. They cause friction.
RW: But could that not cause problems in the sangha?
AS: Well, we learn to deal with problems rather than creating 
ideal environments.
RW: How would you advise one of your monks if he had qualms about 
following certain precepts? For example, if one of the monks felt it 
would be better to don layman’s clothes instead of wearing the robes 
when going into London?
AS: We would never wear lay clothes.
RW: Then no advice is necessary.
AS: Unthinkable. But generally it’s a very individual thing. One has to 
take many things into account. However, the whole point is to get the 
monk to know his intention, to know what he is doing, rather than 
forcing, compelling or conditioning people. We are just using these 
particular customs and traditions as a standard of reflection, as a way 
of looking at ourselves. It’s not a matter of making everybody obey the 
rules, but trying to arouse honour in a person, so he is responsible for 
his conduct in the community and in the world. One can make people 
obey rules out of fear, afraid to break them because they would be 
caught, chastised and humiliated. But that isn’t arousing integrity and 
honour in a man. On the other hand, one does not want laxity either, 
letting everyone just do what he wants. One wants a kind of strictness, 
an impeccable standard from which one can learn. Otherwise people 
tend to think: ‘Oh well, the robes don’t make any difference’, ‘Oh well, 
eating in the afternoon is OK’, ‘Oh well, carrying money is all right.’ 
One can rationalize anything. There are good reasons for breaking all 
the rules, as far as I can see. What if a family next door is starving to 
death? Why should I not be able to steal a loaf of bread from a rich 
man to give it to them? There’s always a good reason for an action. So 
it’s not rationalizing that we try to develop, but the sense of honour 
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and wisdom. That cannot be done by conditioning people through fear, 
binding them to a set of rules which are so inflexible and rigid that they 
just become rats in a maze.
RW: I used to think that Theravada monks interpreted the vows very 
literally, but when I observe you and Bhikkhu Sucitto, I see that the 
Vinaya can be used as a lesson in the development of mindfulness. That 
is all it is.
AS: Right. It’s really quite a good vehicle.
RW: But as you mentioned, precepts can become a neurotic discipline.
AS: Right. At first it has to be like an exercise. One trains oneself. When 
one learns to play the piano, it’s not possible to start with variations on 
themes. First one must learn the themes. In the beginning one needs 
to develop skill and become coordinated. One has to do repetitive 
things, like practising for hours until one acquires the skill. One can 
then play the standard themes simply by imitation. Eventually, as 
skill increases, one doesn’t have to imitate anymore; playing becomes 
natural. Then one can play the variations and the music becomes a 
joy to listen to. But if one tries to play variations before one knows 
the theme, the result can be very unpleasant, for everybody. That is 
why the Vinaya discipline is like piano exercises. The first few years 
are boring. One has to listen to the rules over and over; everything has 
to be done in a certain way. But although this all looks a bit fussy and 
irrelevant to anything grand, once one learns how to do it, one does 
not have to think about it, just as in piano playing one does not have 
to wonder which key to press; it’s automatic. One already has the skill 
with that particular instrument. From that point on, one is free; one 
can use the instrument.

Like piano players, some monks just play the standard theme over 
and over because they are afraid to let go of the standard. They are not 
confident; they lack wisdom, they have only conditioned themselves. 
The point of the Vinaya is not to condition, but to give complete 
freedom – not freedom to follow desire, but freedom to be spontaneous. 
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This can only be done through wisdom, not through desire. One cannot 
be spontaneous with desire; one just becomes overwhelmed by it. The 
Vinaya is a way of training body and speech, of giving them beauty and 
form and of establishing relationships with others. 

Many people criticize the rules concerning women: ‘Why can’t 
monks touch women?’ ‘Why can’t monks be alone in a room with a 
woman?’ ‘Why can’t I have a woman up here and talk to her alone in 
a private interview?’ ‘What is it about women? – was the Buddha a 
male chauvinist pig?’ Questions like this often come up. It’s a matter of 
establishing a proper relationship so that the Dhamma can be taught. 
Many women have forgotten how nature works. The female attracts the 
male, it’s a natural condition. Also, if I have a woman in my room, even 
though I think: ‘I don’t have a problem with lust anymore’, how would 
that look to others? If Bhikkhu Sucitto saw a woman walking out of my 
room … well, it would look bad. These are ways of protecting women, 
of keeping their reputation from being gossiped about. Moreover, 
women often fall in love with teachers and figures of authority. Women 
have tremendous power to draw monks who are still very attracted 
to women, especially if the women are discussing their own personal 
problems. One can easily get emotionally caught up in that.

The Buddha did not say that a monk cannot teach women. He said 
that a monk should establish a relationship in which teaching can be 
given. I have found this very helpful in training the monks at Chithurst. 
There are no scandals or problems there. When women come they know 
the conditions for instruction and accept them. Therefore, the teaching 
of the Dhamma can be given without emotional involvement and all 
kinds of gossip-related problems. Many bhikkhus in England, both 
Thai and Western, have lost their reputation due to their laxity with 
regard to women. When I went to England I also thought it would be a 
problem, I felt that Western women were going to hate and resent the 
regulations, but they don’t. When they understand them, they respect 
them very much. Our four nuns at Chithurst are more meticulous than 
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we are. They are very careful about the Vinaya because they really 
want to observe it correctly.

In our monastic community there is no jealousy about women. 
Situations where jealousy arises are a traditional world problem. Men 
fighting over women is a natural condition too. This kind of training 
avoids those difficulties.
RW: You teach everyone equally, don’t you?
AS: Yes. At Chithurst the nuns are very much a part of the monastic 
community. They come to all the daily activities and have the
same training.





18   I			Part	Six
RW: Do you feel that Westerners are more suited to the satipaṭṭhāna 
practice than to the study of philosophical analysis?
AS: Satipaṭṭhāna is the whole point of the Buddha’s teaching. One 
need not spend much time reading about it. I certainly don’t feel 
it’s necessary to study it, although it’s quite all right to do so. I have 
nothing against that. Some people feel inclined towards scholarship 
and approach the practice in that way. However, I can only speak from 
my own experience. I felt that just the basic training was enough: the 
Four Noble Truths and the satipaṭṭhāna practice. I needed the Vinaya 
discipline and the satipaṭṭhāna practice in order to know the Buddha’s 
teaching through experience rather than through theory. Otherwise 
it’s like reading maps all the time without going anywhere.
RW: In Tibet, however, the practice seemed to develop quite differently. 
There was much memorization of root texts and commentaries, and 
debating on them.
AS: Not having been born or lived in Tibet, I cannot very well speak for 
a Tibetan, but they obviously must have their reasons for their ways. 
I can only speak from my own experience. But to this day the idea of 
spending years just studying about the Dhamma … I wouldn’t do it. I 
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just would not! To me it’s like reading cookbooks without preparing 
any meals.
RW: I mentioned to you about the Lam-rim, a systematic outline of 
the Buddha’s sutra teaching. It’s a graduated series of meditations 
that is taught as a method for attaining liberation. By studying and 
integrating it in one’s mind, habituating the teachings to one’s thinking, 
investigating though critical analysis – do you feel this approach can 
cut through mental distortions? 
AS: I really cannot say. I just don’t know about it. I have never tried 
it out. 
RW: I find the Lam-rim to be an excellent framework for the satipaṭṭhāna 
practice. Having taken a number of courses here during these past six 
months, I find it’s possible to do the sitting and walking practice, but I 
wonder if there is a deep understanding of what one is doing and why 
one is doing it. A conceptual framework can give one a good basis for 
understanding what the practice is all about. The reflective meditations 
are also a good motivating force, helping one to understand the rarity 
and meaning of having taken a human form, its impermanent nature, 
and the sufferings of cyclic existence. 
AS: I agree. This type of study is very good. I cannot see why the two 
cannot go together. I cannot see myself just studying it without doing 
it. In Thailand I have seen monks study and learn Pali for forty years, 
not doing the actual practice, and then even disrobing. But that is 
their problem. The fact is that one does not need to know an awful lot. 
The teaching is so simple. That is why for many people the practice 
is enough. Yet I also seriously doubt whether people understand the 
point of the walking and sitting practice. It’s still rather spoon-feeding 
when people are dependent upon being told what to do and having 
everything arranged for them.

When I read the suttas and the Abhidhamma now, I can understand 
them. I know what is being said. Before I practised meditation, I read 
many of the texts but just could not understand what they really meant. 
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When one is practising, one is actually taking the teachings of the 
Buddha and really looking at oneself. When one investigates the nature 
of suffering, one isn’t taking someone else’s definition, but is looking 
at the experience in oneself. The Four Noble Truths, the Eightfold Path 
and Dependent Origination all become very clear when one meditates 
upon them.

I don’t want to be quoted on any opinions because they are just that. 
I can only speak from my experience. Some people seem to be able to 
get great benefits from studying the Abhidhamma, but I have just no 
interest in the Abhidhamma as a subject that I would study.
RW: In Tibet the study of the Abhidhamma came last on the list. However, 
the process of debate, as a skilful means for sharpening the mind – two 
people confronting each other in a quick, concentrated exchange – is 
like taking a dull knife (the mind) and sharpening it so that it can then 
be used as a sword to cut through ignorance. Presumably many Tibetans 
have attained realization through using philosophical analysis as a tool 
to prepare their minds for meditation. The Gelug tradition, however, 
is often ridiculed by the other three sects of Tibetan Buddhism for its 
heavy emphasis on study. For those who are capable of pursuing such a 
system of learning, it seems quite valuable.
AS: In your life here at the Insight Meditation Society, you will find 
your Tibetan tradition more meaningful and useful if you learn to use 
it and have more confidence in it. So don’t be just blindly attached to 
the satipaṭṭhāna practice. You are already established in a tradition and 
trained in it. So when you have had enough of sitting and walking ...





   I   The Mind and the Way





19   I    Is Buddhism a Religion?

It is tempting to think that we understand religion because it is so 
ingrained in our cultural outlook. However, it is useful to contemplate 
and reflect on the true aim, goal, or purpose of religion.

Sometimes, people regard religion as the belief in a God or gods, 
so religion becomes identified with the theistic attitude of a particular 
religious form or convention. Often, Buddhism is regarded by theistic 
religions as atheistic, or not even a religion at all. It is seen as a philosophy 
or psychology because Buddhism doesn’t come from a theistic position. 
It is not based on a metaphysical or doctrinal position, but on an 
experience common to all humanity – the experience of suffering. 
The Buddhist premise is that by reflecting, by contemplating, and by 
understanding that common human experience, we can transcend all 
the mental delusions that create human suffering.

The word ‘religion’ comes from the Latin word ‘religio,’ which means 
a bond. It suggests a binding to the divine, which engulfs one’s whole 
being. To be truly religious means you must bind yourself to the divine, or 
to the ultimate reality, and engage your whole being in that bond, to the 
point where an ultimate realization is possible. All religions have words 
like ‘liberation’ and ‘salvation.’ Words of this nature convey freedom 
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from delusion, complete and utter freedom, and total understanding of 
ultimate reality. In Buddhism, we call this enlightenment.  

Understanding	the	Nature	of	Suffering
The Buddhist approach is to reflect on the experience of suffering 
because this is what all human beings share in common. Suffering 
doesn’t necessarily mean a great tragedy or a terrible misfortune. It just 
means the type of discontentment, unhappiness, and disappointment 
that all human beings experience at various times in their lives. 
Suffering is common to both men and women, to both rich and poor. 
Whatever our race or nationality, it is the common bond.

So in Buddhism, suffering is called a noble truth. It is not an ultimate 
truth. When the Buddha taught suffering as a noble truth, it was not his 
intention for us to bind ourselves to suffering and believe in it blindly, 
as if it were an ultimate truth. Instead, he taught us to use suffering as 
a noble truth for reflection. We contemplate: what is suffering, what is 
its nature, why do I suffer, what is suffering about?

An understanding of the nature of suffering is an important insight. 
Now, contemplate this in your own experience of life. How much of 
your life is spent trying to avoid or get away from things that are 
unpleasant or unwanted? How much energy in our society is dedicated 
to happiness and pleasure, trying to get away from those unpleasant and 
unwanted things? We can have instant happiness, instant absorption, 
something we call non-suffering: excitement, romance, adventure, 
sensual pleasures, eating, listening to music or whatever. But all 
this is an attempt to get away from our own fears, discontentments, 
anxiety and worry – things that haunt the unenlightened human 
mind. Humanity will always be haunted and frightened by life as long 
as it remains ignorant and doesn’t put forth the effort to look at and 
understand the nature of suffering.

To understand suffering means that we must accept suffering 
rather than just try to get rid of it and deny it, or blame somebody else 
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for it. We can notice that suffering is caused, that it is dependent upon 
certain conditions, the conditions of mind we’ve created or that have 
been instilled in us through our culture and family. Our experience of 
life and that conditioning process start the day we are born. The family, 
the group we live with, our education, all instil in our minds various 
prejudices, biases, and opinions – some good, some not so good.

Now, if we don’t really look at these conditions of the mind and 
examine them for what they truly are, then of course they cause us to 
interpret our life’s experience from certain biases. But if we look into 
the very nature of suffering, we begin to examine things like fear and 
desire, and then we discover that our true nature is not desire, is not 
fear. Our true nature is not conditioned by anything at all.

The Conditioned, the Unconditioned, and Consciousness
Religions always point to the relationship of the mortal, or the 
conditioned, with the Unconditioned. That is, if you strip any religion 
down to its very basic essence, you will find that it is pointing 
to where the mortal – the conditioned and time-bound – ceases. 
In that cessation is the realization and the understanding of the 
Unconditioned. In Buddhist terminology, it is said that ‘there is 
the Unconditioned; and if there were not the Unconditioned, there 
could not be the conditioned.’ The conditioned arises and ceases in 
the Unconditioned, and therefore, we can point to the relationship 
between the conditioned and the Unconditioned. Having been born 
into a human body, we have to live a lifetime under the limitations 
and conditions of the sensory world. Birth implies that we come forth 
out of the Unconditioned and manifest in a separate, conditioned 
form. And this human form implies consciousness.

Consciousness always defines a relationship between subject and 
object, and in Buddhism, consciousness is regarded as a discriminative 
function of the mind. So contemplate this right now. You are sitting 
here paying attention to these words. This is the experience of 
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consciousness. You can feel the heat in the room, you can see your 
surroundings, you can hear the sounds. All this implies that you have 
been born in a human body and for the rest of your life, as long as 
this body lives, it will have feelings, and consciousness will be arising. 
This consciousness always creates the impression of a subject and an 
object, so when we do not investigate, do not look into the true nature 
of things, we become bound to the dualistic view of ‘I am my body, I am 
my feelings, I am my consciousness.’

Thus, a dualistic attitude arises from consciousness. And then, from 
our ability to conceive and remember and perceive with our minds, we 
create a personality. Sometimes we enjoy this personality. Other times 
we have irrational fears, wrong views and anxieties about it.

Aspiration of the Human Mind
At present, for any society in the materialistic world, much of the 
human anguish and despair arises from the fact that we don’t usually 
relate ourselves to anything higher than the planet we live on and to 
our human body. So the aspiration of the human mind towards an 
ultimate realization, towards enlightenment, is not really promoted or 
encouraged in modern society. In fact, it often seems to be discouraged.

Without this relationship with a higher truth, our lives become 
meaningless. If we cannot relate to anything beyond the experiences 
of a human body on a planet in a mysterious universe, all our life really 
amounts to is putting in time from birth to death. Then, of course, what 
is the purpose, what is the meaning of it? And why do we care? Why 
do we need a purpose? Why must there be a meaning to life? Why do 
we want life to be meaningful? Why do we have words, concepts and 
religions? Why do we have that longing or that aspiration in our minds 
if all there ever is, or all there ever can be, is this experience based on 
the view of self? Can it be that this human body, with its conditioning 
process, simply lands on us fortuitously in a universal system that is 
beyond our control? 
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We live in a universe that is incomprehensible to us. We can only 
wonder about it. We can intuit and gaze at the universe, but we cannot 
put it into a little capsule. We cannot make it into something in our 
mind. Therefore, materialistic tendencies in our minds encourage us 
not to even ask such questions. Rather, these tendencies cause us to 
interpret all life’s experiences logically or rationally, based on the 
values of materialism and empirical science.

The	Awakening	Experience
Buddhism points to the universal or common experience of all sentient 
beings, that of suffering. It also makes a statement about the way out 
of suffering. Suffering is the awakening experience. When we suffer, 
we begin to ask questions. We tend to look, investigate, wonder, try to 
find out.

In the story of Prince Siddhattha (the name of the Buddha before 
he was enlightened), we hear of his life as a prince in an environment 
where there was only pleasure, beauty, comfort, social advantages – all 
the best life could offer. Then, as the legend goes, at the age of twenty-
nine, Siddhattha left the palace to look outside, and he became aware 
of the messengers of old age, sickness and death.

Now, one might say he must have known about old age, sickness 
and death before the age of twenty-nine. In our way of thinking, it is 
quite obvious to us from an early age that everyone gets old, gets sick 
and dies. However, the prince was sheltered from these experiences, 
and their realization did not awaken in his mind until he had direct 
experience of them. 

Similarly, we can live our entire lives under the assumption that 
everything is all right. Even the unhappiness or the disappointments 
that we might normally experience may not necessarily awaken us. We 
may wonder about them a bit, but there are so many opportunities to 
not look at it, to not notice. It’s easy to blame our unhappiness on others, 
isn’t it? We can blame it on the government, on our mother and father, 
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on friends or enemies, on external forces. But the awakening of the 
mind to old age, sickness and death happens when we realize that it is 
going to happen to us. And that realization comes not just as an abstract 
idea but as a real gut feeling, a real insight that this is what happens to 
all human beings. What is born gets old, degenerates and dies.

The fourth messenger that the Buddha saw was a samaṇa. A samaṇa 
is a monk, or a religious seeker, someone who is devoted solely to the 
pursuit of ultimate reality, the truth. The samaṇa, as portrayed in the 
legend, was a monk with a shaven head wearing a robe.

These are the four messengers in Buddhist symbolism: old age, 
sickness, death and the samaṇa. They signify the awakening of the 
human mind to a religious goal, to that aspiration of the human heart 
toward realizing ultimate reality, which is freedom from all delusion 
and suffering. 

Buddhist Practice
Sometimes, modern attitudes towards Buddhist meditation tend to 
portray it as leaving the world and developing a very concentrated 
state of mind dependent upon carefully controlled conditions. So in 
the United States and in other countries where Buddhist meditation is 
becoming increasingly popular, people tend to develop strong views 
about its being a concentrated state of mind in which technique and 
control are very important.

This type of technique is all well and good, but if you begin to develop 
the reflective capacities of your mind, then it is not always necessary, not 
even advisable, to spend your time trying to refine your mind to where 
anything coarse or unpleasant is suppressed. It is better to open the mind 
to its full capacity, to full sensitivity, in order to know that in this present 
moment, the conditions that you are aware of – what you are feeling, 
seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching, thinking – are impermanent.

Impermanence is a characteristic common to all phenomena, 
whether it is a belief in God or a memory of the past; whether it is 
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an angry thought or a loving thought; whether it’s high, low, coarse, 
refined, good, bad, pleasurable or painful. Whatever its quality, you 
are looking at it as an object. All that arises, ceases. It is impermanent. 
Now what this opening of the mind does, as a way of practice and 
reflection on life, is allow you to have some perspective on your 
emotions and ideas, on the nature of your own body, as well as the 
objects of the senses.

Getting back to consciousness itself: modern science – empirical 
science – considers the real world to be the material world that we see 
and hear and feel, as an object to our senses. So the objective world is 
called reality. We can see the material world, agree on what it is, hear 
it, smell it, taste it, touch it or even agree on a perception or a name for 
it. But that perception is still an object, isn’t it? Because consciousness 
creates the impression of a subject and an object, we believe that we 
are observing something that is separate from us.

The Buddha, by his teaching, took the subject-object relationship 
to the ultimate point. He taught that all perceptions, all conditions 
that go through our minds, all emotions, all feelings, all material-world 
objects that we see and hear, are impermanent. He said, ‘What arises, 
ceases.’ And this, the Buddha kept pointing out over and over again 
in his teachings, this is a very important insight that frees us from all 
kinds of delusions. What arises, ceases.

Consciousness can also be defined as our ability to know, the 
experience of knowing – the subject knowing the object. When we 
look at objects and name them, we think we know them. We think we 
know this person or that person because we have a name or a memory 
of them. We think we know all kinds of things because we remember 
them. Our ability to know, sometimes, is of the conditioned sort – 
knowing about, rather than knowing directly.

The Buddhist practice is to abide in a pure mindfulness in which there 
is what we call insight knowing, or direct knowledge. It is a knowledge 
that isn’t based on perception, an idea, a position or a doctrine, and 
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this knowledge can only be possible through mindfulness. What we 
mean by mindfulness is the ability to not attach to any object, either 
in the material realm or mental realm. When there is no attachment, 
the mind is in its pure state of awareness, intelligence and clarity. 
That is mindfulness. The mind is pure and receptive, sensitive to the 
existing conditions. It is no longer a conditioned mind that just reacts 
to pleasure and pain, praise and blame, happiness and suffering.

For example, if you get angry right now, you can follow the anger. 
You can believe it and go on and on creating that particular emotion, 
or you can suppress the anger and try to stop it out of fear or aversion. 
However, instead of doing either, you can reflect on the anger as 
something observable. Now, if anger were our true self, we wouldn’t be 
able to observe it. This is what I mean by ‘reflection.’ What is it that can 
observe and reflect on the feeling of anger? What is it that can watch 
and investigate the feeling, the heat in the body or the mental state? 
That which observes and investigates is what we call a reflective mind. 
The human mind is a reflective mind.

The Revelation of Truth Common to All Religions
We can ask questions: Who am I? Why was I born? What is life all about? 
What happens when I die? Is there meaning or purpose to life? But 
because we tend to think other people know and we don’t, we often seek 
the answers from others, rather than opening the mind and watching 
through patient alertness for truth to be revealed. Through mindfulness 
and true awareness, revelation is possible. This revelation of truth, or 
ultimate reality, is what the religious experience really amounts to. 
When we bind ourselves to the divine, and engage our whole being 
in that bond, we allow this revelation of truth, which we call insight 
– profound and true insight – into the nature of things. Revelation is 
ineffable as well. Words are not quite capable of expressing it. That is 
why revelations can be very different. How they are stated, how they 
are produced through speech, can be infinitely variable.
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So a Buddhist’s revelations sound very Buddhist and a Christian’s 
revelations sound very Christian, and that’s fair enough. There’s 
nothing wrong with that. But we need to recognize the limitation of 
the convention of language. We need to understand that language is 
not ultimately true or ultimately real; it is the attempt to communicate 
this ineffable reality to others.

It’s interesting to see the number of people who now seek a religious 
goal. A country like England is predominantly Christian but now has 
many religions. There are many interfaith meetings and attempts 
within this country to try and understand each other’s religions. We 
can stay at a simple level and just know that the Muslims believe in 
Allah and the Christians believe in Christ and the Buddhists believe in 
Buddha. But what I’m interested in is getting beyond the conventions 
to a true understanding, to that profound understanding of truth. This 
is a Buddhist way of speaking.

Today we have an opportunity to work towards a common truth 
among all religions; we can all begin to help each other. It’s no longer 
a time when converting people or trying to compete with each other 
seems to be of any use or value. Rather than attempt to convert others, 
religion presents the opportunity to awaken to our true nature, to true 
freedom, to love and compassion. It’s a way of living in full sensitivity, 
with full receptivity, so we can take delight in and open ourselves to 
the mystery and wonder of the universe for the rest of our lives.

*       *       *

Question: Is Buddhism primarily an inward-looking religion/
philosophy?
Ajahn Sumedho: At first it can seem like that because in Buddhist 
meditation you sit down and close your eyes and look inward. But 
actually, meditation allows you to understand the nature of things, the 
nature of everything.
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As a human being, you’re in a very sensitive form. This body is very 
vulnerable, and exists in a universal system that is vast and impossible 
to understand. It’s easy to fall into the trap of seeing the world as 
some external thing. When you’re thinking this way, in terms of 
inward and outward, then going inward seems less important. What 
you’re going into seems to be small in comparison to the outward, 
vast universal system.

But by letting go of perceptions, the conditioned state of your mind, 
you begin to feel the universe in a new way. It becomes something other 
than its divisive appearance of subject and object. We don’t quite have the 
words to describe that feeling except that you ‘realize.’ The best comparison 
I can make is to a radio receptor. Our bodies are sensitive forms, like radios 
or televisions. Things go through them and tend to manifest according to 
our particular attitudes, fears and desires. As we free the mind from the 
limitations of these conditioned states, then we begin to feel that these 
human forms are receptors for wisdom and compassion.
Question: So what, if anything, do Buddhists believe in? 
AS: This is a common question that’s not easy to answer. If we say we 
don’t have beliefs, then people say, ‘So you believe in nothing.’ And 
we say, ‘No, that’s not it. We don’t believe there’s nothing either.’ And 
they say, ‘Then you believe there’s something; you believe in God?’ And 
we answer that we don’t feel its necessary to believe in God. So they 
say, ‘Then you believe there isn’t any God?’ And we can go around and 
around like that, because believing in something is what people regard 
as religion: believing in doctrines and theistic positions or believing in 
atheistic positions. These are two extremes of the mind – believing in 
the eternal and believing in extinction or annihilation.

But when you’re talking about Buddhism, you can’t use all your 
conceptions about other religions because they don’t apply. The 
Buddhist approach is from a different angle. We’re not willing to 
believe in doctrines or teachings or things that come from others. We 
want to find out the truth for ourselves.
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The truth of things must be available to us. Otherwise, we are just 
lost and helpless beings in a mysterious universe, without any way of 
understanding of what happens to us or why things are as they are. Are 
we just some kind of cosmic accident, or is there something more to it? 
Human beings sense that there is something beyond the appearance of 
the sensory world. In primitive societies and in modern ones, we find 
religious feeling, a sense of movement towards something or a rising 
up to something. We’re all involved in a vast mystery, and we want to 
know how to relate to it.

So what can we do in the position in which we find ourselves – 
incarcerated in a human body for sixty, seventy, eighty, ninety years? 
If there is truth, certainly we must be able to open to it and know it. 
Otherwise, if we’re just caught in illusions all the time, then it is a 
despairing and purposeless existence. Without truth, life doesn’t mean 
anything, and it doesn’t matter what you do; life is without any value 
at all. But even though you might choose to accept a nihilistic view in 
which life is meaningless, you still aren’t certain, are you? You might 
prefer to believe there’s no meaning, rather than believe that there 
is, but you still don’t know. What you can know now is that you don’t 
know, that this is the way it is now.

There’s knowing, isn’t there? There’s intelligence. There is an 
inclination towards the good and the beautiful. There is a wanting to 
get away from the painful and the ugly. Human beings have always 
aspired. We hate ourselves when we live low, indulgent, ugly lives. 
There’s a sense of shame when we do wicked or petty things: we hope 
nobody knows some of the things we do. If life were totally meaningless, 
there wouldn’t be any need for shame, would there? We could do any 
old thing and it wouldn’t matter. But because there is the sense that 
some things we do are not praiseworthy or wise, we aspire to rise above 
the instincts of the body and mind.

We have human intelligence. We can think of the highest concepts. 
We can conceive in our mind that which is the best. Democracy, 
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socialism, communism – all these come from thinking in the highest 
ways about what is the most fair and just form of government. This is 
not to say that our governments ever attain very much, but they do try. 
There is also our appreciation for what is aesthetically refined: beauty 
in music, art and the use of language. All this indicates the human 
aspiration towards what is finer and better. We can aspire to a grander 
and more universal world view: one planet, one kind of ecological 
system, one human family. All these perceptions are increasingly 
common now. In many ways, humanity is now a global family. What 
happens in Mongolia or in Argentina affects everything.

We can expand our ability to perceive, moving from the viewpoint 
of the individual, in which we only look out for ourselves, to that of a 
global view. With this view, we include all human beings in our family, 
rather than just our immediate family or our national family. As we 
expand our consciousness, we can form perceptions and concepts 
that are much more loving and compassionate, beyond just caring 
for ourselves as individuals. We can get beyond just caring for our 
own family, group, class or race. We can expand our consciousness to 
include all human beings, and then all beings. It becomes universal.



20   I    The Four Noble Truths

When the Buddha had become enlightened and was still sitting under 
the bodhi tree, he thought to himself, ‘What I discovered, hardly anyone 
will ever understand; it’s too subtle. I’m not going to bother even trying 
to make anyone understand; it’s hopeless. I think I’ll continue just 
sitting under the bodhi tree.’

Then the Brahma God Sahampati, the symbol for universal 
compassion, came and said, ‘There are those with only a little dust 
in their eyes. Teach the Dhamma for the welfare of those few.’ So the 
Buddha thought, ‘Well, I might as well do that. No point just sitting 
under the bodhi tree forever. I haven’t anything else to do.’ So he 
thought, ‘Well, who shall I teach?’ After some thought, he decided that 
he would go to Benares to find his five ascetic friends, who had rejected 
him when they thought he had weakened in his resolve.

When he had been with these friends, he was a super-ascetic. He 
was like a skeleton, gaunt, with sunken eyes, because he refrained from 
eating in order to conquer the terrible greed for food. He was so good at 
ascetic practices that, as long as he did them, these five friends thought 
he was wonderful. However, he eventually realized what a waste of 
time it is to deprive the body of nourishment and make it sick and 
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weak, so one day he ate some milk rice. When his five friends saw him 
eating this, they were disgusted at his weakening resolve, so they left.

Still, the Buddha thought maybe these five people would understand. 
So he decided to go to Benares to find them. When the Buddha came to 
the Deer Park in Saranath, near Benares, the five ascetics realized from 
his appearance that he had understood something very profound and 
crucial, so they sat down and asked him to enlighten them. It was then 
that he gave his first sermon, the Dhammacakka Sutta, the discourse 
that set in motion the Wheel of Truth.

This sermon is a profound teaching, and it’s a teaching to be 
realized. It’s not a great philosophical speculation; rather, it provides 
the guidelines for realization. These guidelines are known as the Four 
Noble Truths. The teaching of the Four Noble Truths is common to all 
schools of Buddhism and it looks directly at the way things are.

The First Noble Truth
The first Noble Truth is the simple fact that we experience dissatisfaction, 
or discontent, or suffering, or sorrow. This suffering, referred to as 
dukkha in the Pali language, is something we can see directly. There’s 
no one who hasn’t recognized some kind of disappointment, disease, 
discontentment, doubt, fear or despair at some time in their life. The 
first Noble Truth means that things are always incomplete or imperfect, 
even when you get everything you want. Suffering doesn’t necessarily 
mean that your mother doesn’t love you and everybody hates you and 
you’re poor and misunderstood and exploited. You can be loved by 
everybody, have wonderful parents, be blessed with beauty, wealth and 
all the opportunities that any human being could possibly experience 
in life. And still you will be discontented. Still, you will have this feeling 
that something is incomplete, something is not yet finished, something 
is unsatisfactory.

No matter how much wealth, position, privilege and opportunity 
you might have in your life, there is still this sense of doubt, of despair. 
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There is still the ageing process of the body; there is still the body’s 
sickness and death. And the metaphysical questions persist: Why 
am I born? What happens when I die? What is death? These are the 
questions we can’t answer: Why was I born? What happens when I die? 
Will I go to heaven or hell, or will I just be wiped out? Do I have a soul 
that goes on? Will I be reincarnated as an ant or a toad? We all want to 
know what happens when we die. We might be afraid to find out, but 
the question still haunts us.

The first Noble Truth points to the common human problem of 
suffering. We have the suffering of having to separate from what we 
love, having to be with what we don’t like, wanting to get something 
we don’t have and just enduring natural changes of our body getting 
old, getting sick and dying. These are common human conditions that 
we can reflect on. So the teaching says, ‘There is the Noble Truth of 
suffering (dukkha).’ In this, the Buddha pointed to something that 
can be realized by all of us right now. It’s not a matter of believing in 
suffering, it’s the direct penetration of suffering – your own misery, 
your own pain, fears and worries.

Is there anyone who has never suffered in any way? This direct 
experience of suffering is what I mean by the way of realization. 
You start on this path by realizing what you can realize. You’re not 
trying to realize nibbāna at first, or the Deathless; you’re not taking 
a philosophical position, or a metaphysical position. If you were to 
take a position, you would tend to see everything through a bias. For 
example, if you believe in God, then you see God in everything, but if 
you don’t believe in God, then you can’t see God in anything. Whatever 
position you take, it always biases your view, and you tend to interpret 
your experiences through that bias. But the Buddha’s way is pointing 
to something that can be easily recognized in our own lives, rather 
than giving us a position from which to view everything.

I’ve heard some people say that they’ve never suffered. It amazes 
me that somebody can actually say that. For me, there’s always been 
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a tremendous amount of suffering in life. It’s not because of any great 
misfortune – I’m a very fortunate being. I’ve had good parents and 
very good opportunities for everything; I haven’t been badly treated 
or abused. The suffering comes from just being alive. This is dukkha. 
Dukkha is existential anguish. It’s the anguish of simply being a human 
being. There’s a kind of anguish connected to it, even when you’ve got 
everything and life is beautiful.

Some of us have unfortunate circumstances to deal with, maybe a 
difficult family situation. In this case, we have an object we can point 
to and say, ‘I’m unhappy because of that person. If that person weren’t 
here, I’d be all right.’ We might think that if we got rid of everything that 
made us unhappy, we’d be happy. But it still wouldn’t be all right. Most 
people interested in Buddhism as a religion these days have a certain 
amount of privilege. They’ve had good educations, opportunities for 
wealth and travel, and so forth. But even though they’ve had comforts, 
sensual delights and opportunities, they are still discontented.

First, dukkha has to be realized, made real in our mind; in other 
words, it has to be made a fully conscious experience. You’re in this 
very limited condition, an earthbound body. A body is subject to pain, 
to pleasure, to heat and cold; it gets old and the senses fade; it has 
illnesses, and then it dies. And we all know this, that death is waiting 
there for us all. Death is here. It’s something that people don’t like to 
consciously reflect on or recognize – but it’s something that can happen 
at any moment.

As long as we don’t know the cycles of birth and death, as long as 
we don’t understand ourselves, as long as we are heedless and selfish, 
we’re going to suffer. When we start suffering enough we suddenly ask, 
‘Why am I suffering?’ That’s when we suddenly awaken.

The first Noble Truth is not a doctrine; it’s a pointer. It’s not saying 
everything is miserable, sorrowful and disgusting; it’s not a negating 
kind of teaching. It does not say that everything is suffering, but it says 
(in the Buddha’s words) that ‘There is suffering.’ And this suffering is 
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here within our experience. We are not trying to blame our suffering 
on something outside. It’s not because of my wife or husband. It’s not 
because of my mother and father. It’s not because of the government 
or the world. We’re looking at that very suffering within the mind, the 
suffering that we create ourselves. 

The Second Noble Truth
The second Noble Truth – that dukkha has an origin – is a closer look 
at this suffering. The second Noble Truth is the realization that this 
suffering is an arising condition. This suffering is not an ultimate truth. 
It’s a noble truth, which is different. We’re not saying that everything 
is miserable, but that there is anguish connected with the world and 
with our limitations as human beings. When we examine dukkha this 
way, we begin to look at our limitations and the things to which we are 
attached, and to which we bind ourselves.

One of the things we attach ourselves to is our body. The body is 
something that is born, grows up, gets old and dies, following the law 
of nature. It is not a personal thing, but we consider it to be so. For 
example, if you say you don’t like the way I look, I think, ‘He doesn’t 
like my face. This face is what I am. This is me and he doesn’t like it. 
That makes me angry.’ If I am identified with this body as me, then 
when people insult it, I get hurt. But if I realize the body’s not mine, it 
doesn’t matter what people say about my face. This is the way my face 
is at this time, it looks this way, it’s not personal. It belongs to nature, 
it gets old and dies, following the law of nature. When we become 
less identified with our body, we create fewer problems around this 
condition. It’s as it is.

If we see our own body this way, we create fewer problems around 
how other people are as well. We tend to create problems with each 
other when we believe that this is me and that is you. If we don’t agree 
on something, we get into a terrible fight. We become very attached 
to our ideas of each other and then feel disappointed when others 
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don’t conform to those ideas. How many times have we been through 
disillusioning relationships, expecting something from each other 
and then feeling totally let down? Waiting, wanting and then feeling 
disappointed, because somehow there’s nobody in the world who can 
make us completely happy and satisfied. With that way of relating, 
everybody’s going to disappoint us in some way or another. And we’re 
going to disappoint ourselves all the time, too, because we’re never 
going to fully become what we would like to be, according to our ideals.

The second Noble Truth encourages us to not focus on our ideas 
about things, but rather to notice their beginnings. We don’t generally 
look at the beginning of things. We look at something, and we either like 
it and follow it or dislike it and reject it. But to experience a beginning 
as something observable, one has to be awake and mindful. We look at 
suffering as something that has a beginning. Then we begin to look at 
it in a different way.

The second Noble Truth reflects on beginnings by looking at the 
three kinds of desire: kāma-taṇhā, bhava-taṇhā, vibhava-taṇhā, as they 
are called in Pali. Kāma-taṇhā is desire for sensual pleasure, delights of 
the senses; bhava-taṇhā is the desire to become something; and vibhava- 
taṇhā is the desire to get rid of something.

We can see all three kinds of desire in our everyday life. If you 
are bored, you seek something to eat, or you watch television, drink 
something or find somebody to talk to. These are all the desire for 
pleasure through the senses. But after a while you become bored 
with sensory pleasure, so maybe you dedicate your life to becoming 
a famous writer, or a good cook, or an enlightened being. These are 
all the desire to become. When you’re tired of sensory pleasures and 
becoming someone, you want to just annihilate yourself. Sleeping 
a lot is a kind of indulgence in vibhava-taṇhā, the desire to get rid of, 
the desire for oblivion. But as soon as you wake up, you have to start 
becoming something or seeking some kind of sensory experience 
again, so you go eat something, smoke something, drink something, 
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watch something, read something, think about something, until you 
get so worn out with it all that you go and annihilate yourself again! If 
you have an obsession, or fear, or anger, you have the desire to get rid 
of it, don’t you? ‘I have a bad temper. I want to get rid of it.’ Whenever 
you feel anger, jealousy, fear and so forth arising in you, you try to 
annihilate them. That’s also vibhava-taṇhā: the desire to get rid of some 
mental condition that you don’t like. 

These three kinds of desire are beginning conditions for suffering. 
The second Noble Truth tells us that attachment to desire is the origin 
of dukkha. When we are awake and mindful and we see the beginning of 
suffering, there we will see our attachment to desire.

But all these three kinds of desire have a beginning. They arise, and 
consequently, are not permanent eternal qualities of mind; they are 
not ultimate reality. 

The Third Noble Truth
The third Noble Truth is the truth of cessation. When we have 
knowledge of cessation, we begin to endure through some of these 
different desires, rather than just reacting habitually to them or 
impulsively following them. We are less attached to the desires, less 
invested in satisfying them. We let them cease naturally. We endure 
through boredom or pain, through doubt and despair, knowing 
they will end. It sounds pretty gloomy if you take it too literally. 
But looking at it another way, understanding cessation is part of 
maturing emotionally.

A common idea is that everything is going to get better and better. 
We’re going to be happier, and the more money we have and the more 
vacations we have, the better everything will become. We’ll have 
constant forward progress. When we’re young and naive, that’s the way 
we think life should be; we worship youth and the arising, developing, 
and progressing it suggests. Yet, many people begin to get weary of 
it all, bored with it. It’s seen as a kind of emotional childishness, and 
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to a Buddhist that kind of weariness signifies maturity rather than 
neurosis. It’s a sign that you are beginning to look more closely and 
gaining understanding into the way things are. And when you observe 
cessation, when you begin to note and understand it, wisdom arises. 
When we fully comprehend cessation, we become very peaceful 
because, if we allow anything to cease naturally without annihilating 
it, it will take us to peacefulness and calm.

When you try to get rid of fear or anger, what happens? You just get 
restless or discouraged and have to go eat something or smoke or drink 
or do something else. But if you wait and endure restlessness, greed, 
hatred, doubt, despair and sleepiness, if you observe these conditions 
as they cease and end, you will attain a kind of calm and mental clarity, 
which you never achieve if you’re always going after something else.

This is the virtue of meditation. If you sit and patiently endure, you 
find your mind going into a state of calm. That calm occurs because 
there’s no more trying to become something or trying to get rid of 
something. There’s a kind of inner peace or relaxation of the mind in 
which you stop following the struggle to become, or to have sensory 
pleasure, or to get rid of some unpleasant conditions that you’re 
experiencing. So you are at ease with those conditions. You begin to 
learn to be at ease with pain, with restlessness, with mental anguish, 
and so forth. And then you find that the mind will be very clear, very 
bright, very calm.

Now, the conditions that arise and pass away are not the self. 
These conditions include all the physical world; for example, all that 
we see through the eye, the eye itself, and the consciousness that 
arises on contact between the eye and objects. Similarly, they include 
the ear and sound, the nose and smell, the tongue and taste, the body 
and tactile sensation. The conditions also include the mind, with its 
thoughts and memories, perceptions, and conceptions. All of these 
are what we call anattā in Pali, meaning ‘not-self.’ These conditions 
are not me, they are not mine, they are not my eternal self, they are 
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not the ultimate reality. These are conditions that change. Right 
now, you can be fully aware of feeling, or thought, or any kind of 
impulses in your body – these are what are observable. And what do 
we observe about them? We observe that they arise and pass away 
and that they are not-self.

Rather than saying you have to believe in the Uncreated or in 
Ultimate Truth or in God, the Buddha pointed to what is created, born, 
originated. He taught that we should look at these created conditions, 
because that is what we can see directly and learn from. He taught 
that the act of being mindful and awake to the created takes us to 
the Uncreated, because we experience the created arising out of the 
Uncreated and going back into the Uncreated. 

This experience of the Uncreated, at most an ineffable experience, 
the Buddha called ‘nibbāna’, which means a calm or coolness. It can 
sound almost like annihilation – no soul, no self, no God. It can sound 
really dreary, but that’s not what the Buddha meant. He was pointing 
to the fact that these very unsatisfactory conditions, which are ever-
changing, are not-self. He was not making a doctrinal statement that 
there is no self and that we have to believe in no self, but he was 
pointing to the way whereby one can see the truth. As you watch the 
conditions of the body and mind, you realize that they come and go; 
they change. There is no substance to them that you can extract and 
say, ‘This is mine.’ When some loud, unpleasant noises come, if you 
think, ‘I hate that noise. The world shouldn’t have any noises like 
that. I’m going to report this to the district council,’ then of course 
you think the noise is yours. But when you recognize the fact that 
noises come and go and change, and if you are patient in observing 
this, then even the most unpleasant conditions take you to peace 
and calm. If you can coexist with the material world and all that 
you think, feel and experience through your senses and mind in a 
peaceful, calm and mindful way, that’s the Ineffable, the Uncreated, 
the experience of nibbāna.
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So we meditate. Meditation is a direct looking at the way things are. 
We observe the pattern that is common to all conditioned phenomena: 
they arise and pass away (anicca); there is suffering (dukkha), which has 
a beginning and a cessation; and conditions are not-self (anattā).

The Fourth Noble Truth
The fourth Noble Truth is the Noble Eightfold Path. The first of the 
eight factors in the path is right view (sammā-diṭṭhi), which develops 
from having seen and experienced cessation. To have right view 
requires that we be very mindful all the time. We must know that 
everything arises and passes away and is not-self – and this must be a 
direct experience, an insight. Right view is based on direct insightful 
knowing, not just thinking and believing in the concept. As long as you 
don’t really know but just think you know, you will always be in a state 
of uncertainty and be confused. This is because intellectual knowing is 
based on symbols alone, not on direct experience of the truth.

The second factor of the path is right attitude, or right intention 
(sammā-sankappa). Once you have right view, then your intention 
from that moment on is towards nibbāna or the Uncreated – towards 
liberation. You still feel impulses and habitual tendencies like doubt, 
worry or fear pulling you back into the sensory world, but you 
recognize these impulses now. You know them as they are, and you can 
no longer delude yourself for very long with those conditions. Before, 
you could get lost for weeks on end in depression and doubt and fear, 
or in greed of various sorts. Once you have had that insight experience 
and there is right view, then there is right attitude. Because there is 
still a reluctance to put forth the effort to be enlightened, you might 
try to delude yourself, but you can only fool yourself for a little while.

Together, right view and right attitude are referred to as wisdom 
(paññā), and they take you to the third, fourth, and fifth aspects of 
the path: right speech, right action and right livelihood (sammā-vācā, 
sammā-kammanta, sammā-ājīva). In the Pali language, we call these 
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three sīla – the moral side of the Eightfold Path. Sīla means doing good 
and refraining from doing evil with bodily action and speech. Right 
view and right attitude encourage sīla because once you see the truth, 
you are no longer inclined to use your body or speech for harming 
yourself or other beings. You feel responsible; you are not going to 
misuse your own body or someone else’s, or cause harm to other beings 
intentionally. You may do that unintentionally, but you don’t have the 
intention to hurt. That’s the difference.

When there is sīla, there is emotional balance and we feel at peace. 
Because we don’t hurt or steal or lie, there are no regrets, we are not 
guilt-ridden, and there is a feeling of calm, equanimity, and humility. 
From this feeling of peace come the sixth, seventh and eighth aspects 
of the path: right effort, right mindfulness and right concentration 
(sammā-vāyāma, sammā-sati, sammā-samādhi). With effort, mindfulness 
and concentration, the passive and active are in balance. It’s like 
learning to walk; you are always going off balance and falling down, 
but in that very process you’re developing strength, just as a baby does. 
A baby learning to walk develops strength by depending on its mother 
and father, by depending on the tables and chairs, and by falling down 
and hurting itself and picking itself up again. Eventually it takes two 
steps, then it begins to walk, and finally it begins to run. It’s the same 
with emotional balance. Once you know what it means to be in balance, 
then it’s no problem – you can walk, you can run, you can twirl around, 
you can leap.

So we can divide the Eightfold Path into three sections: sīla, samādhi 
and paññā. Sīla is morality, samādhi is concentration, paññā is wisdom. 
Sīla is how you conduct yourself, how you live your life, how you use 
your body and speech. Samādhi is the balance of the emotions. When 
you have good samādhi, love is free from selfish desire, free of lust 
and trying to get something from someone. With emotional balance 
there is a kind of joy and love. You’re not indifferent, but you have 
balance. You can love because there’s nothing else to do. That’s the 
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natural relationship when there’s no self. But when selfishness arises, 
then love becomes lust, compassion becomes patronizing, joy becomes 
selfish greed for happiness. When there’s no self, joy is natural and 
compassion is a spontaneous arising of the mind. Paññā is wisdom, 
knowing the truth so that there is perfect harmony between the 
body, the emotions, and the intellect. With wisdom, these three are 
all working together helping each other as one, rather than as three 
conflicting forces. 

Direct	Experience
In Theravada Buddhist practice, these Four Noble Truths are all we 
contemplate. As we meditate and live more mindfully and more 
carefully, these truths become very clear to us through direct 
experience. So when the Buddha was asked what he believed in or 
taught he said, ‘I teach suffering, its origin, cessation and path.’ 
The brahmins would ask, ‘Is there a God?’ ‘What happens to the 
Enlightened One when he passes away?’ But all the Buddha would say 
was, ‘All that arises passes away and is not-self. There is suffering, 
it has a beginning and an end, and there’s a way out of it. That’s 
all I teach.’ Brilliant minds, great intellectuals, have all kinds of 
ideas about ultimate reality and utopian philosophies. They have 
magnificent systems of reason and logic, but they don’t know their 
own bodies and minds. They haven’t learned from the conditions 
they experience all the time.

Those who deal with the world of ideas might ask, ‘Do you believe in 
God or don’t you believe in God?’ If I say, ‘I don’t believe in God,’ they 
misunderstand and think I’m an atheist. If I say, ‘I believe in God,’ then 
they think I’m not really a Buddhist. The misunderstanding arises from 
their focusing on ideas and beliefs, instead of trying to know through 
direct experience. What you can know without belief is that whatever 
arises passes away and is not-self. This is an insight you can know 
directly. And this is what the Buddha was pointing at.
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What is it that Buddhas know that unenlightened beings don’t 
know? They know that whatever arises passes away and is not-self. 
That’s Buddha wisdom. It sounds simple, doesn’t it? It doesn’t sound 
like very much, but it’s everything, because everything we can know, 
i.e., perceive, conceive and experience through the senses, everything 
we identify with as ourselves, as our ego, as me and mine, has this 
pattern of change. It begins and ends and is not-self.

What then is your self? If I’m not the body or the mind, then what 
am I? The Buddha left it up to you to find out what you are, because he 
knew how it would affect you if someone told you. If I told you, would 
you believe me or disbelieve me? To know directly, that knowing has 
to come from direct experience, through mindfulness, and through 
wisdom. And this is the way of the Buddhas.

*       *       *

Question: When you say the end of suffering, do you mean both mental 
and physical suffering?
AS: The suffering that ends is the suffering you create out of ignorance. 
When ignorance is gone and you see with right view, then the body still 
feels pleasure and pain, but you don’t suffer from it. It’s as it is. When 
you don’t know this truth, then you create suffering. If the body is sick 
or in pain, then you’re averse to it and you feel frightened or angry or 
depressed about the sickness and the inconvenience of it all. That is the 
suffering we create. Then, because we tend to resist it, we create the 
conditions for more tension.

If you meditate on pain – say, if you’re sitting and your legs begin to 
ache – and you actually concentrate on the sensation itself and accept 
it for what it is, then you’re not suffering from it. The suffering comes 
when you want to get rid of it, when you wish it wasn’t there, when 
you want to move. Then that’s the suffering we produce. So consider 
in your own meditation: What is the conflict? What is the suffering? 
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Is having leg pain really suffering or not? If you concentrate on the 
sensation, you realize that it’s just what it is, but there’s this averse 
reaction to it. And the more you don’t want it, the more you suffer: ‘I 
can’t stand it; I’ve had enough.’ You get angry.

I used to find a lot of anger in myself. Pain and discomfort would 
make me very angry. I’d be angry with people because I had pain in 
my body. I’d lash out at somebody, and then they’d take it personally. 
They would say, ‘Oh, he doesn’t like me anymore!’ And then, if they 
weren’t being very mindful, that would upset them and they’d go curse 
somebody else, passing the anger along.

In order to concentrate on the physical sensation, you have to 
accept it. You shouldn’t concentrate on it in order to get rid of it. That 
doesn’t work; that’s still aversion. You have to accept it. In fact, you 
have to accept it for as long as forever. When you accept it completely, 
the actual sensation is still present but it’s merely a sensation. You 
can’t even say it’s painful. It’s just as it is. That sense of its being really 
horrible and painful is gone, and then the conditions that support and 
increase the pain – like aversion, anger and hatred – tend to diminish.



21   I    The Three Refuges

Just about every Buddhist tradition includes taking refuge in the 
Buddha, the Dhamma and the Sangha. These three provide a focus for 
our commitment and for our reflections on the practice.

The First Refuge: Buddha
The first refuge is the Buddha, often represented as an image on a 
shrine. One might ask why Buddhists have Buddha images. Are they 
idols that we worship? Do they have some kind of divine power? Not at 
all; it is an image on which we can reflect.

When you contemplate a Buddha image, you notice that it’s an 
image of a human being who’s composed, who’s alert and serene. 
He’s facing the world, looking at things. He’s aware of the world 
without being deluded or being caught in it. He’s neither ecstatic 
nor depressed. He represents the ability of a human being to be 
completely calm and see things as they really are, and this provides 
a most skilful suggestion to the mind. When contemplating a 
Buddha image, you begin to feel a sense of calm. Hence, living with 
Buddha images is a pleasant thing; they’re very peaceful objects to 
be with.
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Of course, if we surround ourselves with sculptures showing 
great passions of anger and ecstasy and all that which is alluring 
and arousing to the passions within us, then we become passionate 
and aroused. We become what we look at. What’s around us affects 
our minds. So as you meditate more and more, what you choose to 
surround yourself with are things that take you to peacefulness, 
rather than to excitement.

In a monastery, the monks and the nuns make the traditional 
offerings of candles, incense and flowers each morning to the 
Buddha shrine. These offerings are also to be reflected on. Flowers 
are among the loveliest gifts you can offer anyone, because they 
are one of the most beautiful things the earth produces. Fresh 
flowers enhance whatever place they are in; they never detract or 
ruin anything. And in Buddhism they are a symbol of moral purity. 
Usually, Buddha images are of the Buddha sitting on a lotus. In South 
East Asia lotus flowers grow out of the swamps and ponds, coming 
out of the muck and the slime. They rise above all that and produce 
a beautiful flower. This is just like a moral human being. A human 
being who’s responsible for what he does is always a beautiful being 
to have around. Wherever he goes he is welcomed – he beautifies, he 
enhances. Whereas selfish, immoral, heedless human beings clutter 
the world like weeds. So this is why the Buddha, symbolically, is 
sitting on this lotus throne; Buddha wisdom can only come from 
moral purity. 

Human beings can attain any level. We can live, as many people do, 
on the instinctual level of our bodies, following the animal instincts 
of eating, sleeping and procreating. We can even go below that level 
to being obsessed with very low desires. Now, there are many human 
beings who live this way. They’re not really humans; they’re like ghosts 
living in a twilight world of obsessive hungers and insatiable desires, as 
addicts and alcoholics. Or they can be devils, with a malevolent energy 
that tries to destroy and hurt others. Just because you have a human 
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body does not mean that you are fully human. It’s not that easy. The 
human realm is one that is profoundly affected by morality, so being 
human implies something mental, also.

It’s only when we decide to take responsibility for our own lives 
that we become human beings in a complete way. To be a human being 
we have to use the effort to rise up. It takes effort to be responsible; 
it’s not something that just happens to us without effort. We have to 
choose it. We have to decide to be that way and put forth that kind 
of commitment and effort in our life. Otherwise, we’ll just follow the 
instinctual drives, which are often on a low and indulgent level. When 
we put forth effort, then we rise up to a higher level. This is what the 
lotus or the flower stands for.

When we take refuge in the Buddha, we are taking refuge in what is 
wise. The word ‘Buddha’ is really a term for human wisdom; it means 
‘the one who knows truth’ or ‘that which knows.’ If you call yourself 
a Buddhist, you can think you’ve joined a religion, or you can think 
of yourself as one who’s taking refuge in wisdom. The way to be wise 
is by reflecting on and contemplating things. Wisdom is something 
that’s already here. It’s not something you’ll get, it’s something you 
use. It’s wrong to think you’re going to become wise by meditating. 
Meditation is a way of learning how to use the wisdom that’s already 
there. So in meditation, you’re contemplating and reflecting on the 
Dhamma, or the truth of the way it is. You’re actually using wisdom 
while you’re doing that. Wisdom is not something you don’t have, 
but it’s something that maybe you don’t always use, or aren’t always 
aware of.

In the daily chanting in monasteries the Buddha is called the 
‘arahant’, the sammāsambuddha. These are Pali terms for that which 
is truly pure and enlightened. Sammāsambuddha means one who’s 
enlightened by knowing one’s own true nature. ‘Arahant’ is a word for 
a perfected human being, a human being who sees clearly and is not 
deluded by appearances and by the conditioning of the mind.
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The Buddha is also called vijjācaranasampanno, which means perfect 
in both knowledge and conduct – not just knowing what is right and 
then doing something else. A lot of teachers are doing that these days. 
They write books and they teach and they understand on one plane, but 
their actions are not in accord with what they know. But a Buddha is 
what a Buddha knows, he lives that way: vijjācaranasampanno – perfect 
in knowledge and in conduct.

Another attribute of the Buddha is lokavidū, which means a seer 
of the world, knowing the world as it is. And where is the world that 
the Buddha knows? When you contemplate the question, ‘Where is 
the world?’ you’ll find that it’s your mind. However, we don’t usually 
think of the world in this way; rather, we conceive of it as the planet. 
You look at a map and you see that Switzerland is blue, and England 
is pink. You think of Asia and Australia and America as the world, as 
something you can know because you can look at a map or because 
you’ve studied history and geography. But the real world is your mind, 
and you know the world from knowing the mind. Through watching 
and reflecting on the mind, you know the world as it is, as it actually 
arises in your consciousness – the fears, the desires, the views and 
opinions, the perceptions that come and go in your mind. So that’s the 
meaning of lokavidū.

The Buddha is sārathi, which means the charioteer, the one who’s in 
the driver’s seat. This means that when we take refuge in the Buddha, 
we let that which is wise be the one who leads us, rather than that 
which is stupid and ignorant. We turn to our Buddha-wisdom, and it 
trains us. By opening to wisdom, we train ourselves to live in a skilful 
way. We learn how to live within these bodies and within society in a 
way that is good and kind. We learn to be of benefit, rather than being 
a nuisance or a curse to the world. Buddha is the teacher (satthā) of 
the gods in the celestial realms, as well as the teacher of all human 
beings. This means the Buddha trains all creatures who are virtuous to 
see things properly, to know the truth.
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The Second Refuge: Dhamma
The Buddha can be personified – you can make human images of the 
Buddha – but the next refuge, the Dhamma, has no personal quality 
to it. You can’t make a human image of the Dhamma. The symbol for 
the Dhamma that is generally used is that of a wheel (dhammacakka). 
Dhamma means truth, the truth of the way it is. So Dhamma includes 
everything – humans, animals, devils, angels, all the gods – all the things 
that one can conceive of or perceive, and also, the immortal truth. 
Dhamma includes everything – the knowing, the truth, the conditions, 
all sense experience, emptiness and all forms. Everything is Dhamma. 

Meditation is a way of opening to Dhamma. You’re opening up to 
truth. So when we chant about Dhamma, we say that it is ‘apparent here 
and now’ (sandiṭṭhiko), ‘timeless’ (akāliko), ‘encouraging investigation’ 
(ehipassiko), ‘leading to liberation’ (opanayiko), ‘to be experienced for 
oneself’ (paccattaṁ) and ‘realizable by the wise’ (veditabbo viññūhī). 
These are words that point to the here and now. When we’re opening 
to truth, we’re not looking for anything in particular, like focusing on 
one object and saying, ‘Is this the truth?’

Opening to truth is opening the mind, rather than focusing on one 
thing. So when we take refuge in Buddha and Dhamma, that reminds 
us to be in this state of alert attention. We’re not trying to concentrate 
on this and get rid of that, we’re not getting caught in the habits of 
indulgence and suppression. When we do open – when we learn 
how to open ourselves here and now – then we begin to experience 
peacefulness, because we’re not looking for any particular thing to 
attach to. We’re not running about anymore; we are stopping the 
frantic running. So opening to Dhamma is the way to peacefulness, 
which we have to realize for ourselves. We have to realize the truth 
for ourselves; it’s not a matter of waiting around for somebody else to 
realize the truth for us or to tell us what it is. 

Buddha and Dhamma aren’t just nice little concepts to chant about; 
they are to be reflected on. They’re teachings that we examine and 
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apply to our true experience. Rather than think of Buddha as some 
prophet who died 2,500 years ago, we must think of him as representing 
that wisdom in each one of us which places us in the present moment. 
We don’t have to go look for Buddha in the Himalayas. Just opening to 
the way it is now – here at this time and in this place – is taking refuge 
in Buddha and Dhamma. Taking refuge is not looking for something 
somewhere, but opening to the way it is here and now. Taking refuge 
is looking at how things really are, rather than the way we might 
romantically conceive them to be. 

The Third Refuge: Sangha
Sangha is the society, or the community of virtuous ones, those who 
are practising, who are using wisdom, who are contemplating the truth. 
When you take refuge in Sangha, you are no longer taking refuge in 
your personality or your individual abilities, but in something greater 
than that. Sangha is communal, where our personalities are no longer 
terribly important. Whether you’re a man or a woman, young or old, 
educated or uneducated, or whatever, these are no longer the important 
things in Sangha. The Sangha is those who practise, those who live in 
the right way, those who are contemplating truth and using wisdom.

When you take refuge in Sangha, it means that you are willing to give 
up personal qualities and demands and expectations as an individual 
person. You give these things up for the welfare of the Sangha, those 
who are practising, moving toward the truth, realizing truth.

Paying Respect to the Three Jewels
So these are the Three Refuges, often called ‘the Three Jewels’. They’re 
priceless jewels to which we pay respect, and by paying respect we’re 
opening ourselves to them. The sense of devotion and respect is 
something very good in a human being. A person who has no respect 
for anything – has no love or gratitude – is a rather unpleasant person 
to be around. People who complain and criticize and make demands, 
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and people who are stubborn and proud – they’re people you don’t 
want to be around. The attitude that ‘I’m too good, I’m not going to 
bow to anybody’– this arrogance is an ugly side of humanity.

The practice of devotion is to open things up to make an offering of 
ourselves by bowing. It’s a physical movement in which we’re actually 
offering ourselves, this body, this human form, to the truth. We’re 
lowering the head down to the floor, putting what we identify with at 
the feet of the Buddha – offering ourselves to the truth.

So this is how to see the tradition. If you want to, you can use it like 
this. If you think it’s a lot of useless stuff, then don’t bother with it. It’s 
not something that can be forced on you; it’s something you can use, 
or not use. It’s up to you. But learning how to use these traditions takes 
some effort, and to use them well and mindfully gives a beautiful form 
to our lives. Then we can have a grace, a style, a sense of communion as 
Sangha. We become like one, rather than a group of individual beings 
doing what each one feels he or she wants to do. We learn to conform 
in this way, in an act of devotion, love, gratitude and respect.

Opening to Religious Conventions
People of other religions sometimes feel uncomfortable with the 
Buddhist symbols. It’s not necessarily a case of pride or stubbornness, 
but of being unfamiliar with their use. In some cases, people feel that 
by using Buddhist symbols, they are betraying their own, perhaps 
Christian, symbols. But I hope that the way I’ve presented the Three 
Refuges offers a means of looking at any religious tradition. With 
this understanding, one knows how to use the Buddhist or Christian 
tradition. I see the oneness, the wholeness, of it all. I don’t see that 
Buddhism, as an outward form, is the only way. I see that truth and 
openness to truth is what religion is all about – or should be about. 
It gets very confused because people forget that, and get stuck in the 
tradition as if it were an end in itself. Rather than using the tradition 
and the ceremonies for opening themselves, they use them to hold on.
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When you start attaching to Buddhism, then you’re no longer 
open. Then you become a sectarian Buddhist. In Buddhism there are 
different schools, so you can become a Mahayana Buddhist as opposed 
to a Hinayana Buddhist, or Vajrayana Buddhist, or Zen Buddhist. There 
are all kinds of variations in Buddhism. In Britain we’ve got everything: 
Christian Buddhists, Buddhist Christians, Jewish Buddhists, Buddhist 
Jews, modern scientific Buddhists, British Buddhists and so on. Then 
there are Buddhists who aren’t Buddhists because they’ve rejected 
Buddha and Sangha and just uphold the Dhamma – they’re Dhammaists. 

So attachment breeds these separations; it’s divisive. Whatever 
you attach to becomes a sect or cult. The sectarian tendency is one 
of humanity’s great problems, whether it’s religious or political or 
whatever. When people say, ‘My way is right and all the rest are wrong’, 
or ‘Mine is the best and the rest are inferior’, that’s attachment. Even 
if what you have might be the finest, if you’re attached to the finest, 
you’re still an ignorant, unenlightened person. So you can have the 
finest and best of everything and still be unenlightened.

I don’t ever want to give the impression that Theravada Buddhism is 
the best or the only way. Because ‘best’ and ‘only’ are qualities that we 
attach to. Theravada Buddhism provides a convention, something that 
you open to, contemplate and learn how to use. Whether you like it, don’t 
like it, resent it, are irritated by it, really love it or are indifferent towards 
it – note the condition of mind, rather than take sides for or against it. 
Then you can reflect on it. It offers you something to observe in yourself. 
And it offers you the opportunity to direct your attention to truth.

*       *       *

Question: With this taking refuge in Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha, there’s 
a strong devotional quality, and yet from things that I’ve read, it seems 
to me that a lot of Buddhism is very intellectual or philosophical. How 
important is devotion in practice, and how do you engender it if you’re 
not actually worshipping or believing in anything?
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AS: I think for most of us, devotion comes from a practice of Dhamma 
in which you strip away the delusions of your mind and find more trust 
in Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha. You don’t have to convince yourself that 
there are such things as Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha,  to trust in; you’re not 
creating it out of idealism. The more you strip away delusion, the more 
confidence you have in what we call, in conventional language, Buddha, 
Dhamma, Sangha. Without that trust and confidence, no matter how 
much we meditate or how much we reflect on things, if we don’t have a 
foundation in those refuges, then Dhamma becomes a kind of ideal to be 
attained in the future, or it becomes a method of psychological releases 
to various situations. Either way, it doesn’t transcend; you don’t realize 
the transcendent deathless reality. If you’re still working on the level 
of you, as a person, trying to be free from delusion or fear or desire, it 
might help you to deal with this material world in society, but it’s not a 
transcendent way. For that, you must have complete and utter faith and 
confidence in Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha. The refuges don’t exist in their 
own right. They’re suggestions to the mind which help you to realize 
the true nature of Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha. If you contemplate them, 
then all the assumptions coming from the self-view can be relinquished.
Question: Would you suggest anything, such as chanting or having 
shrines, that would help get that faith going, make it concrete?
AS: Yes. I encourage you to use any art, symbols, conventions or 
traditions that you find helpful. Remember, in a society where Buddha, 
Dhamma, Sangha means nothing and where there are a lot of views 
against tradition and devotion, devotion is seen as a kind of simple-
minded belief. So we really need to take the symbols of our religion 
and develop them out of wisdom, not out of superstition. With Buddha, 
Dhamma, Sangha we’re not using symbols in a superstitious way, but 
with wisdom – for remembrance, for recollection, for mindfulness. 
And if you develop a devotion to Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha in the here 
and now, then you’re using them. They become tools for mindfulness, 
rather than symbols for belief.





22   I    The Way of Loving-Kindness

Mettā, or loving-kindness, is a skilful means that we can use to 
approach things that we find annoying or unpleasant in ourselves 
or our surroundings. When I first came to England, I asked people, 
‘Do you practise mettā’ and they said, ‘Oh, can’t stand it!’ So I asked, 
‘Well, what do you think it is?’ And they said, ‘Well, it’s that kind of 
smarmy whitewashing of your mind, where you say you love absolutely 
everything. You’re supposed to try to convince yourself that you love 
your enemies and that you love yourself. Can you imagine spending an 
hour just thinking about how you love yourself?’

I realized that they really didn’t understand mettā. Mettā is not an 
idealistic state of mind. We can feel love for all beings as long as nothing 
is annoying or irritating us, but as soon as someone or something comes 
along and insults or harms us, it is very difficult to hold on to an ideal of 
loving that person or thing.

Loving Versus Liking
As it is generally translated in English, the word ‘loving’ is more or 
less synonymous with ‘liking.’ We say we love things – we love food, 
we love drinks, we love each other; actually, what we mean is that we 
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like things, we are attracted to them. Mettā is more like Christian love, 
although this can be very idealistic, too. Christian love tends to come 
from an idea of how we should feel toward each other. We are told, 
‘Love thy neighbour as thyself’ and ‘Love your enemies.’ Consider what 
this means. Must you like your enemies? Do you want to be near them? 
Clearly, ‘love’ does not mean the same thing as ‘like’ in all situations. In 
this sense, ‘love’ is a very overused word in the English language. Mettā 
does not necessarily mean liking anything at all. It means an attitude 
of not dwelling on the unpleasantness or faults of any situation inside 
or outside oneself. Now with mettā, one isn’t blinding oneself with 
an ideal. Instead, one is witnessing the unpleasantness in a situation, 
thing, person or in oneself without creating anything around it. You 
simply stop the mind from thinking, ‘I hate it, I don’t want it.’ That’s 
what I consider to be mettā.

Somebody came to me just recently and said, ‘I have trouble feeling 
mettā for a certain person. Sometimes I just want to hit her; sometimes 
I just want to do her in. I can’t feel mettā for anybody like that and it’s 
driving me crazy!’ I said, ‘But you haven’t hit her yet, you haven’t killed 
her, have you?’ She responded, ‘No.’ I said, ‘Then you are practising 
mettā.’ It’s as simple as that.

Mettā	and	Morality
In the Buddha-Dhamma it’s very clear that morality is based on correct 
bodily action and speech. Now, we recognize that we can’t always 
control what thoughts we will have in our minds. We can’t say, ‘I am 
only going to have kind, loving thoughts towards everybody.’ We can 
only try not to have bad thoughts or feel anger, jealousy and fear. But 
it’s different with bodily action and speech. We can vow right now not 
to kill anyone. We can take the Five Precepts.

We can also vow to be careful with what we say so that, even 
though we are thinking the most awful thoughts, we aren’t actually 
saying them to people. Suppose I am thinking the most awful, maniacal 
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thoughts right now; I can just refrain from expressing them to you. 
That is mettā. The thought process and the feelings go on; I recognize 
them, but I refuse to act on them physically or verbally. 

We begin to realize the mind is like a mirror that reflects everything. 
Like a mirror, the mind is not damaged by anything it is reflecting. A 
mirror can reflect the ugliest, nastiest thing in the whole world and still 
remains untarnished, even though the reflection is terrible. The mind 
is like that mirror; the mind itself is pure. There is nothing wrong with 
the mind, but the reflections can be very impure or ugly or vicious, or 
they can be very beautiful. If we try to punish the mirror, if we destroy 
or crack the mirror, we go crazy – then we are really stuck. But, if we 
are willing to, we can recognize that the reflection in the mirror simply 
is as it is. This recognition is a skilful way of dealing with thoughts and 
feelings that may be very unpleasant for us.

It’s not difficult for me to feel kindness towards things that I like, 
such as kittens and puppies, cute children and pleasant people who 
say nice things, sunny weather, etc. I have no problem with these. But 
what should I do when people and things are nasty and foul? I could 
dwell on the nastiness. I could think, ‘I can’t stand that person; I hate 
him. Somebody like that shouldn’t be allowed to live. I wish they’d go 
away.’ I could do that, couldn’t I? It would be the easiest thing to do. But 
dwelling on such feelings of aversion does not encourage peace of mind. 

Seeing Aversion in Ourselves
We always start the mettā practice with ourselves. We say, ‘Ahaṁ sukhito 
homi’ which means, ‘May I be at peace. May I be happy or contented. 
May I be at ease with myself and with whatever is going on in my 
mind and body.’ It is not difficult to be at ease with ourselves when 
everything is going well, but when things are not, we tend to try to 
annihilate the things we don’t like in ourselves.

People come to me all the time, asking, ‘How do I get rid of anger? 
How do I get rid of jealousy? How do I get rid of greed and lust? How 
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do I get rid of fear? How do I get rid of everything? I could go to a 
psychiatrist, maybe; he might help me to get rid of it.’ Or sometimes we 
practise meditation to get rid of all these awful things, so that we can 
achieve blissful states of mind and bodhisattva-like visions. We hope 
we will never have those nasty feelings ever again. On the one hand, 
there is the hope and longing to be happy. On the other hand, there 
is resentment and the reaction of disgust and aversion to our hellish, 
unpleasant mental states.

I notice that people in Britain are very self-critical, very self-
disparaging. Then, when I ask, ‘Do you practise mettā?’, the people who 
disparage themselves the most, who really need to practise mettā, are 
the ones who say they can’t stand it. This ability to criticize ourselves 
sounds like we are being terribly honest, doesn’t it? We have intelligent, 
critical minds, so we think about ourselves in very negative ways. We 
criticize ourselves because a lot of the things we have done in the past 
come up in the present – memories, tendencies or habits – and they 
don’t live up to what we would like them to be. Likewise, we don’t live 
up to what we think we should be.

Then, because we can be very self-critical and disparaging, we also 
tend to project our negative opinions onto others. I remember myself 
always being disappointed with people because they just couldn’t 
live up to my standards, to the way I thought they should be. I’d see 
somebody and think, ‘Oh, here’s one, here’s the person, the truly 
kind, generous heart, the loving being – at last, I’ve found her.’ Then I 
would find out that she’d get angry, jealous, frightened, possessive or 
greedy. And I’d think, ‘Oh, you’ve disappointed me. I’ll have to look for 
someone else now. I’ll have to find someone who can live up to my high 
standards.’ But then, when I’d really look at myself, I’d ask, ‘How well 
do I live up to these standards?’ Then I could see that there were the 
same unpleasant conditions in me, also.

When I was trying to be a good monk, I was desperately trying to 
live up to an ideal. I could do that to a certain degree. Through the 
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life we live as monks and the restrictions on it, we are restrained from 
involving ourselves in heavy karmic activities. However, we still have 
to face the repressed emotional fears and desires of the mind – we 
really can’t get away with anything in this life. As monks, we must also 
be willing to allow even the most unpleasant, awful things to attain a 
conscious state, and we must confront these things. In meditation, we 
allow things that we’ve turned away from or rejected to take conscious 
form. In order to do this, we must develop mettā – the attitude of 
patience and kindness towards these repressed fears and doubts, and 
towards our own anger. 

When I was newly ordained, I thought of myself as a very good-
natured person who wasn’t very angry and didn’t hate people. But after 
ordination when I started meditating, I began to feel vast amounts of 
hatred for everybody, and I thought, ‘This meditation is making me 
into a demon!’ I had thought, ‘I’ll go and meditate, live out in the jungle 
alone, get very calm and be able to commune with celestial beings and 
stay in a high state of bliss.’ Instead, when I first started meditating as 
a novice, the first two months were nothing but unmitigated aversion. 
I hated everyone I could think of. I even hated the people I loved, and 
I hated myself.

I began to see that this was a side of myself that had been repressed, 
expelled from my consciousness, by the ideal image of myself that 
I had tried to hold on to. I had never allowed real hatred, aversion, 
disappointment or despair to be fully conscious; I had always reacted 
to it. Before I was ordained, I had a general weariness and despair with 
regard to social situations that arose because I had been living on the 
level of smiles and pleasant greetings. I had been getting along socially 
in a superficial way, so I had never allowed the fears and hatred to take 
a conscious form. In meditation, when I could no longer stop them, all 
these repressed feelings began to arise in consciousness.

There was resistance to them, of course, because that was the way I 
had always dealt with those conditions: ‘How do I get rid of them?’ ‘How 
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can I stop them?’ ‘Oh, I shouldn’t be feeling like this; it’s disgusting!’ 
‘After all they’ve done for me, and I still hate them.’ These feelings 
made me hate myself. So instead of trying to stop them, I had to learn 
to accept them. And it was only through acceptance that the mind 
was able to go through a kind of catharsis in which all the negativity 
manifested – and passed away.

Being Patient with Our Aversion
The way out of suffering, as the Buddha taught, is cessation. Freedom 
from suffering comes through allowing that which has arisen to cease. 
It is as simple as that. In order to allow anything to cease, we must 
not interfere with it or try to get rid of it; we must allow it to go away. 
This means that we must be patient with it. So mettā is also a kind of 
patience, a willingness to exist with unpleasant things without thinking 
about how awful they are, or getting caught in the desire to get rid of 
them immediately and expediently.

When we have mettā for ourselves, we start by listening to what we 
really think of ourselves. Don’t be frightened; be courageous and listen 
to the unpleasant thoughts or fears that go through your mind.

Sometimes a lot of silly, foolish things come up, nothing really bad 
or terribly evil or disgusting, but just foolish, irrational things. Maybe 
we like to think of ourselves as being very serious and sincere, practical 
and sensible, but sometimes the thoughts and feelings in our minds are 
really stupid and useless. We’d like to go out and help the Third World, 
build latrines in Ethiopia, do something useful; so sitting in meditation 
with rubbish coming up seems to be a waste of time. But I reckon that 
the ability to sit with the rubbish is a sign of an advanced student. It 
takes a long time for people to just let the rubbish come up like that.

Normally, you start thinking of all the important things you could 
be doing. ‘Oh, I shouldn’t be just sitting here. There are so many 
things I have to do first, so many important things.’ But how much 
of your life is just running about doing terribly important things, 
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trying to keep the world going, putting everything in order because 
you just can’t face the rubbish that would come up if you weren’t 
running around? In meditation, you deliberately set up conditions 
so that there is not much you can do. It’s a way of giving yourself 
the opportunity to watch what happens when you don’t have a lot of 
things to do and a lot of things to occupy your time. There are little 
things to do, like watching your breath, but you can only keep that 
going on for a while, until that drops away. Then you can watch the 
sensations in your body. Now I’m giving you another thing to do – 
have mettā. Mettā is being patient, being kind.

Being Kind
I have learned to be kind to things I don’t like in myself. I have a 
character that tends to get very jealous; a great problem in my life was 
jealousy and indignation. When I first became a monk, I used to have 
this terrible problem because I hated this condition of jealousy and I’d 
try desperately to get rid of it. Whenever that feeling would arise in 
my mind, I’d just repress it. I’d practise trying to feel happiness for the 
person whom I was jealous of. I’d grit my teeth and say, ‘I am really 
happy for you. Very happy indeed.’ But I’d still feel this terrible pain 
in my chest and a real aversion to the state of jealousy, hoping that no 
one else knew. I’d stoop to great measures to try to cover it all up. I’d 
say ‘Aren’t you happy for so-and-so, isn’t it wonderful?’ trying to get 
everyone to believe that there was no jealousy. Through the years, I 
tried to stop it, repress it, annihilate it, but I found that it was getting 
worse. It was getting so bad that I couldn’t keep it down in any way, and 
it was becoming obvious to everyone. It was humiliating.

Then I reflected on it. I said, ‘You are obviously doing something 
wrong. You’ve tried everything to get rid of it, but it doesn’t go away 
through all your efforts. Then I realized that the problem wasn’t really 
with jealousy; the real problem was with the aversion to the jealousy. 
That was the real problem. So then, when I started feeling jealous I’d 
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say, ‘Oh yes, jealousy again. Welcome!’ And I’d deliberately be jealous. 
I’d think, ‘I am jealous because I am afraid that person is better than I 
am.’ I’d bring it up into full consciousness. I’d listen to it, really watch it 
and befriend it, rather than saying, ‘Oh, here it comes again; I’ve got to 
get rid of it.’ I’d say, ‘Oh, jealousy, my old pal.’ And I learned a lot from 
jealousy; it’s like a warning sign, something that comes and warns you.

But to take that attitude towards jealousy, it was necessary to have 
mettā for it, a kindness, a willingness to allow it to exist and a willingness 
to let it cease on its own, without giving it a shove or trying to annihilate 
it. It was still an unpleasant state – jealousy is not a state of mind that is 
pleasant to experience – but it is endurable, and one can be kind to that 
condition. One doesn’t take jabs at it and try to make it go away, but 
one fully investigates it. One is aware of it completely and watches till 
it ceases. So it goes to cessation because it is not a permanent condition 
of mind. It is not a personal thing; it is like a reflection that crosses in 
front of a mirror. You just have to be patient until the reflection goes.

*       *       *

Question: I like the idea of what you’re saying about mettā, kindness, 
not grasping, and being selfless and peaceful. However, I’m always a bit 
anxious about just being kind and laid back and letting go. I’m afraid 
that everyone else is going to tread all over me. Don’t you think that’s a 
danger that if you’re just kind everyone is going to trample you down?
AS: Well, if you’re stupid, then of course everyone is going to trample 
you down. If you think kindness is a sentimental niceness that you 
apply to every situation equally, then of course it’s not going to work. 
Nobody can do that. And the more you try, the more foolish you are, 
and the more people won’t have any respect for you, because it’s not 
genuine. But real mettā is strong, and it’s an appropriate response to 
life. It isn’t a kind of bland niceness, but an alertness, a responsiveness 
to pain and pleasure and to other conditions that we must bear.
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The quality of mettā is non-discriminative. It’s because we 
discriminate and discern that we tend to dwell on what’s wrong with 
everything and make problems about the injustices of ourselves or 
others. Mettā isn’t about pretending that everything’s all right, but 
rather, it’s about not making problems, not compounding present 
pain or ugliness with the aversion that comes out of ignorance. It’s the 
ability to be patient and accept the flow of life as it happens. To carry 
negativity with you is one extreme, and the other is trying to pretend 
that everything is all right all the time. This pretence is a deluded state 
of mind.

Real mettā and real wisdom work together. When our responses to 
life are not coming out of ignorance, they may not necessarily be glad; 
they may be quite sharp and even wrathful. But they can still be filled 
with mettā. This means that they’re appropriate responses, rather than 
reactions arising out of desire and fear. Mettā can be a slap, or it can be 
a pat. It’s not in the slapping or the patting. Mettā is in the wisdom of 
the mind that’s behind the action.





23   I    Kamma and Rebirth

We can speculate about kamma (Skt. karma) and rebirth, but all we 
can know directly is whether we believe in these concepts, whether 
we don’t believe in them, or whether we just don’t know. Rather than 
speculating about kamma and rebirth, I suggest that we study them in 
practical situations, investigate them in the present moment. 

The Results of Birth
Sometimes, people ask me to explain why things happen the way they 
do. For instance, they might say, ‘I know this person who was good all 
her life. She never did anything wrong. She worked hard and was self-
sacrificing. But she died in agony of a terrible cancer. What did she do 
to deserve that terrible pain?’ They want me to say, ‘Well, maybe in 
a previous life she did something nasty and she’s paying for it in this 
life.’ That’s a popular explanation of how kamma works, but it’s only 
speculation. What we can say about this woman’s experience is this: ‘It 
happened because she was born. If she hadn’t been born, she wouldn’t 
have gotten sick, and she wouldn’t have died.’

Why do we have the problems we have? Why do we have sorrow, 
pain, despair, grief and anguish? We have problems because we were 
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born. Birth conditions them all, everything, until death. If we had not 
been born, we wouldn’t have any of these problems. This is what is 
meant by kamma, and when you recognize this, you’re no longer 
surprised by anything that happens to you.

Somehow we have the idea that we shouldn’t have to experience 
these things. During the 1950s in the United States, I remember we used 
to think that science was going to solve all our problems: in a few years 
we’d have conquered all mental and physical illnesses through our 
modern psychiatry and drugs. There would be no old age. When you 
had a defective liver, science was going to discover a new material to 
replace it. Science would come up with a quick solution so you wouldn’t 
have to die. And there would be material prosperity; everybody would 
have money, cars and beautiful homes. Technology would have created 
a wonderful paradise.

But forty years later, what do we have? There’s an increase in mental 
illness. Sickness is just as much a problem as ever. There’s still old age. 
And death, the inevitable end of the body, is as much a presence as 
it ever was. So, in spite of all our efforts, the result of being born is 
that the body dies. Birth – as a human being with a body and mind – 
conditions old age, sickness and death. This is one way to explain the 
meaning of kamma: what happens to us is the result of birth.

The Results of Action
Another explanation of kamma is: ‘If you do good actions, you get a good 
result. If you do bad actions, you get a bad result.’ But people are not 
sure how to interpret this. They might say, ‘Well I know someone who is 
really bad – he cheats and lies and steals – and yet he is very rich. He lives 
in a beautiful house, has every material thing he could want, and yet he’s 
a gangster. Now if the law of kamma were true – good actions bring good 
results, and bad actions bring bad results – why isn’t he suffering? Why 
does he have all these wonderful things and doesn’t seem to get caught?’ 
It seems as if he’s getting good results from bad actions, doesn’t it? You 
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might think that because he has a big car, a beautiful house and a lot of 
money, that somehow he’s a happy person. But if you’d been a thief or 
a killer, you would realize that the resultant kamma is that you’ve got 
the memories of what you’ve done. Even if you have a lovely house and 
wonderful things, you have the memories of how you acquired all this 
– how many people you’ve taken advantage of, lied to and so forth. Do 
you think you’re going to feel very happy or safe while you’re sitting in 
your elegant living room? Think about what criminals have to do: they 
have to drink all the time, take sedatives, have burglar alarms, live with 
big dogs that bark and bodyguards. Wherever they are, they have to go 
incognito and sneak around.

Reflect on your own experience. If you tell lies or gossip about 
someone, or take some little thing – when you sit and meditate, does 
it make you feel good? Or is it something you don’t even want to know 
about, that you’d like to forget? We should keep in mind the fact that 
we’ll have to remember whatever we do. If we do bad things, then we 
have bad memories; if we do good things, we have good memories. It’s 
as simple as that.

If you do good things, if you’re kind and generous, and you sit in 
meditation, the memory arises, ‘I just helped someone; I did something 
good.’ What comes is a happy feeling. That happy feeling helps in 
meditation. There is a kind of joy, a rapture that comes from reflecting 
on the good deeds you’ve done; it is one of the factors of enlightenment. 
This is the kind of kamma that you can prove to yourself, not through 
believing what I say, but by observing and reflecting on how it works 
in your own life.

So whatever you are conscious of right now, that is kamma. You 
can witness right now the results of your life so far: your confusion, 
happiness, doubts, worries, fears and desires. These come from having 
been born, from having performed particular actions, and also from 
having been conditioned by our society to believe, accept or fear 
according to its values.
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Nationality, the fashions of the time, education, all of these 
have a tremendous effect on the mind. And the delusions of our 
times can overwhelm us. We tend to make all kinds of sacrifices 
and compromises in order to be accepted and to fit in. Our minds 
are very much conditioned by our environment and, because we’re 
so involved with the conditions that have been put into our minds, 
we don’t really know our minds anymore. We have forgotten the 
ultimate reality that is beyond the conditions; we’ve lost touch with 
the Unconditioned.

If you live more carefully, more responsibly, more kindly, you’re 
going to feel happiness – that’s the karmic result. Maybe there will 
still be unfortunate things happening: it doesn’t mean you’re going to 
get away from pain and sickness and so forth. But you needn’t create 
sorrow, despair and anguish in your mind. If you live wisely, you can 
refrain from getting caught up in conditions that bring these unhappy 
states. Your body, having been born, inevitably has to reap karmic 
results, such as old age, sickness and death. But as you understand 
this, and you no longer seek your identity in the body, then you don’t 
expect it to be otherwise. You’re at peace with the changing nature and 
karmic condition of the human body. You aren’t demanding that it be 
otherwise. You can cope with it.

Reincarnation Versus Rebirth
With regard to reincarnation, people often ask, ‘If there isn’t any soul, 
how can anything be reborn? What carries through from one life to 
the next if there is no soul?’ Now the teaching of reincarnation is not 
really a Buddhist teaching at all – it’s Hindu. In the Hindu treatment of 
reincarnation, you go from one body to another. If you’re born into a 
low caste, you must wait for the next reincarnation, your next lifetime, 
when you might be reborn into a higher caste.

In Buddhism, that would be considered superstition because it 
cannot be proved, and it tends to make one think that there is a purity 
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in being born in a certain class or caste. We can all see that people born 
into the brahmin caste can be just as nasty, rotten and impure as the 
meanest untouchable person. And we know that untouchable people 
can be pure of heart, if they live good lives and use wisdom.

Actually, the term ‘brahmin’ means ‘pure’, ‘the purified one.’ The 
Buddha said that it refers to the pure of heart. It’s a mental quality, 
not a matter of class or caste. It’s not physical, and classes and castes 
are not pure in themselves. They’re just perceptions to which we 
ascribe certain qualities, and how we do that is entirely dependent on 
our belief. So purity is a mental quality. Buddhists don’t use the term 
‘reincarnation’ at all. We use the word ‘rebirth,’ and rebirth is mental, 
not physical. So compassion, kindness, generosity and morality are the 
way towards being reborn in a pure condition.

Rebirth Right Now
You can see rebirth directly; you don’t have to believe in a theory of 
rebirth. Rebirth is something that occurs in what you are doing all 
the time. Now, since there is no self, there is nothing to be reborn 
as a personal essence or soul, carrying through from one lifetime to 
the next. However, desire is being reborn; it is constantly looking for 
something to absorb into or something to become.

If you are unhappy and depressed, you look for something that you 
can absorb into that will give you some happy feeling, or at least get you 
away from the unpleasantness of the moment. That’s rebirth. When 
you are frightened or uncertain, you have to try to do something to get 
away from it, to make yourself sure and safe. When you are bored, you 
have to do something to get out of that.

Just notice in your own life how you have become accustomed to 
certain habits. For example, when you go home at night, you go to the 
refrigerator and get something to eat. You’re reborn as you absorb into 
the pleasures of eating. Now when you’ve had enough of this birth – 
you’ve had three ham sandwiches, four McDonald’s hamburgers, and two 
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pizzas – you can’t stand to be reborn into another pizza. Then you seek 
a new birth in the television set, because when you are bored you want 
to find some other place to be reborn again. So you get reborn into the 
things that are going on in the television set. When the romantic scenes 
are going on in the film, you feel that you are absorbed into the romance 
itself. You’re feeling the joy of that kiss. When he deserts her for someone 
else, you’re feeling the pain and sorrow, the anger and resentment. Then 
you get satiated, weary of television, and you read a book. But you can 
only be interested in that for a while before you become bored again, so 
you turn on your stereo, which has speakers all around the room, and 
you blast yourself for a while. And then you have a drink with a cigarette, 
and you call your friend on the telephone. You look into the mirror for 
a while, but soon you are bored again. You can’t stand the idea of being 
born again, and you say to yourself, ‘I just want not to exist.’ You don’t 
actually think this – it’s just a habit. So you go up to your room and crash 
out on your bed and annihilate yourself with sleep. 

We have lots of modern toys in our society. We can buy them, own 
them, and absorb into them, just by turning a switch. When we get 
bored, we can very quickly absorb into something more interesting. 
But even with this quick gratification, we tend to get bored again 
quickly. The more instantaneous life becomes, the more boring it 
becomes. How much TV, food, drugs, sex and so on can one have 
without becoming weary and bored with them? How much can you 
take before you want not to exist anymore, before you want to be 
annihilated? And so you have to go to sleep or take drugs that knock 
you out. This is what we can witness as rebirth. Rebirth is trying 
to become something right now. You are not content, not at peace 
with the way things are. You want things to be different; you want to 
become something else.

Sleep for most people is annihilation. You don’t have to be anything 
when you are asleep. You don’t have to put forth any effort. Being 
reborn all the time gets boring, so you want to not exist anymore. So 



169

Kamma and RebiRth

there is the desire not to be, the desire to be annihilated and destroyed. 
You can take all kinds of drugs now that knock you out for hours on 
end. But you can’t sleep all the time. The result of falling asleep is that 
you have to wake up again, which means that you are back trying to 
become again. So you follow the momentum of habit, trying to find 
something to do. 

Rebirth Based on Desire
Thus, we experience three kinds of desire: kāma-taṇhā, the desire for 
sense pleasures or sensory experience; bhava-taṇhā, the desire for 
becoming; and vibhava-taṇhā, the desire for annihilation. These three 
kinds of desire are the causes of rebirth. In fact, it’s desire that’s 
being reborn. In heedless beings – those who are not awake, who do 
not understand truth, and who are not mindful – the rebirth process 
carries on and on and on and on. It continues in the sense-worlds, the 
realms of sensory or intellectual pleasures.

We can watch this rebirth process in our own minds. What is it that 
goes from the refrigerator to the television set? Is that a person? Is 
that what your soul is, your true essence that is going to be carried on 
through eternity? Or is it desire? Isn’t it just an aimless wandering, a 
habitual search for something to do, something to absorb into?

You can watch desire in your own mind. When you are frightened, 
you can see yourself looking for something certain. When you don’t 
know what to do, you can feel the momentum of desire looking for 
any old thing of interest. You start picking up things, twiddling your 
thumbs – just to be doing something. This constant activity is just the 
force of habit, isn’t it? You don’t really know what you’re doing most of 
the time; you just do these things out of habit.

We like to absorb into things that have glamour and excitement. So 
we go to war films to be excited. When we see a newspaper headline 
about atrocity, rape or murder, we think we’ve got to read that. 
Violence and sex, all these things are exciting. Excitement is very 
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compelling; it has a frantic vibration. It’s easy to absorb into something 
exciting because excitement has its own kind of energy. You can be 
energized through the exciting conditions around you. Yet, when you 
look at excitement, you see that it keeps you in a state of constant 
movement. Too much adventure, romance and excitement just wears 
you out because you get so caught in it. You’re pulled along by it, and 
you have no way to resist or let go of it. If you have no wisdom, you just 
get pulled along into one rebirth after another. These rebirths – based 
on desire – are the ones you can witness through meditation. When you 
see them, you understand what rebirth is.

If you understand rebirth on the everyday level, you’ll appreciate 
how it must operate at the time of death. The last wish of a person, 
if they’re heedless and full of desire, is probably to be reborn again, 
to find another human birth, to find some womb to jump into. This is 
desire; it operates as an energy in the universe.

The desire for rebirth at the time of death is a desire to be reborn 
again in the human form. We can only know this through watching 
how our own minds work. If you were dying and you didn’t want to die, 
what would be the most likely thing to arise in your mind? It would be 
a desire to cling to some form of life. Some passion of your life would 
arise in your dying moment, and that desire would be for some form of 
materialization. The momentum of your habits are always materializing 
in forms, aren’t they? You’re always seeking what you desire, either a 
sense desire, or an intellectual desire, or a desire to repress something 
you don’t like.

But if you are mindful when you die, if there’s no longing to have 
another birth or to take some action, what is there to be reborn 
again? If you’re at peace with the dying process of your body, what 
can be reborn? Because there is no desire, there is only mindfulness 
and wisdom. Then there is release, surrender and liberation from the 
heaviness of the human body.
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Past and Future Lives
I am not treating kamma and rebirth as exotic religious subjects; I’m 
bringing them down to a practical level so that we can see how they 
operate. As human beings, we have to learn from our life right now.

It’s no good to speculate about who you’ll be in your next life. I think 
that’s a waste of time, and the Buddha said it was futile to try to figure 
out what you were in a previous life. I’m sometimes asked if I’ve had any 
past-life experiences. I haven’t. I don’t know anything about previous 
lives, but I could speculate about them. Even if I remembered that in 
a previous lifetime I had been Napoleon, what would I remember? I’d 
just have ordinary memories of that time, being an emperor, being 
responsible for a lot of misery.

Now in this lifetime, I’ve lived a good many years and I have 
memories of this lifetime. Fifty years ago, I was a boy studying in a 
grammar school in Seattle, Washington in the United States. My name 
was Robert. When I was eight years old, I went to a school called John 
Mill Grade School, and I had a teacher called Miss Depenbrock. That 
might not impress anyone compared to, say, my remembering the war 
with Russia in 1812. But that’s what I can remember – being eight-year-
old Robert Jackman in a school in Seattle.

You might say, ‘What does eight-year-old Robert have to do with 
Napoleon?’ What both have in common is that they are memories. If I could 
actually remember being Napoleon, and then I could remember being 
Robert Jackman, they would simply be two memories. Both memories 
would arise here and now. And that’s all you have to know. It doesn’t 
matter whether your name was Napoleon or Robert Jackman, Sidney or 
Rachel, or the Queen of Sheba. It’s true that being Napoleon is somehow 
more impressive to most people than being Robert – unless Robert is the 
name of the latest rock star. But all you need to know is that memory is 
memory. Memories come up from thirty years ago, twenty years ago, ten 
years ago and yesterday. They’re all memories that come up now about 
previous lives. The memories arise and pass away, and they are not-self. 
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People also wonder, ‘What will happen to me in the future when 
I die?’ You might say, ‘I’ve done a terrible thing in my life. What will 
happen to me in the next life? Will I go to hell? Will I be reborn as 
a toad?’ You can speculate about it, but the result of having done 
something bad in the past is fear in the present – you’re frightened 
right now. The future will always be unknown, uncertain and 
mysterious. You could project anything from your past into the 
future; in fact, we do this all the time. We fill the emptiness of the 
future with all kinds of ideas, fears and fantasies – but it’s always in 
the present that we project this way.

In meditation, we can see memories of the past simply as memories, 
and we can see our fears for the future simply as projections. It’s in 
the present moment that we must act with mindfulness and wisdom. 
Meditation gives us the truth beyond doubt and makes us responsible 
for how we live – not because we’re afraid that somebody is going to 
spank us if we don’t behave morally, but because it’s the right thing 
to do. Through understanding the law of kamma and rebirth we know 
better how to live, and we skilfully use the conditions of our bodies 
and minds. This is the perfection of the human kamma. The perfection 
of the human kamma is enlightenment, which is really nothing more 
than growing up and being a mature human being.

*       *       *

Question: If there’s no self or soul in the Buddhist way of seeing things, 
who or what is getting reborn? Who or what gets the results of good or 
bad deeds?
AS: Well you see, in the ultimate sense, there’s nobody to get reborn 
and nobody to get the results. What gets reborn are desires repeating 
themselves. Out of ignorance, these desires are created, and they 
give the impression of somebody who has problems, somebody who 
is unhappy or depressed. Because of these desires, it seems as if life 
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should be something other than what it is. The rebirth process is not 
anybody’s; it’s just a process of causal conditions.

With mindfulness, you realize that the results of birth and past 
actions happen this way. And if you keep mindful of that fact, you 
don’t create anybody to get born again. You don’t create the illusion 
of anyone who’s receiving anything, becoming anything or being 
punished for anything. It’s merely that the present moment is the result 
of past action. If we are not ignorant, we don’t suffer from the present 
conditions that we’re experiencing. This is very hard to understand 
from the personal view, so popular Buddhism teaches simply: if you do 
good, you receive good; if you do bad, you receive bad; therefore, you 
should do good and not do bad. This is a conventional way of talking.

But as one continues to practise, the understanding of Dhamma 
increases, and one is more aware of the true nature of things. Then, 
the idea of receiving good or receiving bad no longer makes sense. At 
that stage, there’s no longer a question of doing good or doing bad. 
One acts on opportunities to do good, but the motivation is not based 
on the idea that anyone’s going to receive anything for it. And one 
has no inclination to do bad things, because evil only has an attractive 
quality when there is the basic delusion of self. When that self-delusion 
is relinquished, then there are no problems left. There’s the doing of 
good, but it’s done because that’s what’s right, what’s appropriate. It’s 
not done for personal gain or benefit.
Question: So are you saying that, in the wise person, the goodness is just 
natural? There’s no feeling that you have to do good – it’s just a natural 
response to situations?
AS: Yes, this natural response is in contrast to the impulsiveness 
that comes from ignorance. Without wisdom, we have impulses that 
we either follow or suppress. With wisdom, there’s the spontaneity 
of responding to life from a universal pure mind, rather than from 
a personal idea of somebody who has to be good because they’ll be 
punished if they’re bad.





24   I    Mind and the Universe

Because we are thinking beings, the Buddha emphasized thinking in 
the right way. We can think in the wrong way about ourselves and the 
universe, and we do this when we are depressed and frightened. Once 
we start thinking in the right way, however, our fears, anxieties, and 
problems can dissolve. The important thing in the Buddha’s teaching is 
to establish our thinking on right view.

Thinking of Ourselves Personally
Reflecting on my experience in the contemplative life, I would say 
that wrong thinking is based on a view in which we are a self that is 
permanently separated from everything else. It is a view in which 
we think that we are this person here, somehow cast forth into the 
universe and conditioned by it, a helpless victim of circumstances. How 
many times have you thought or heard other people comment, ‘What 
did I do to deserve this? Why me? Why do these things have to happen 
to me?’ And how often do you find people wondering why they feel so 
lonely, alienated, lost or depressed? These are very common human 
experiences, aren’t they? We often experience a feeling of isolation, 
separation and loneliness, a sense of being lost in a universal system 
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that doesn’t care about us, that is impersonal, unloving and unfair. 
When we judge the experiences of our own lives from the position of 
permanent or absolute separation from everything else, then of course 
the result is alienation, fear and anxiety. And our thoughts will stem 
from those feelings. The way in which we perceive the world will be 
fraught with an attitude arising from that fear and anxiety.

The anxiety is justified, in a way. We are sensitive beings. We are 
vulnerable. These bodies can experience the most horrendous pain 
and discomfort, as we all know. We are all frightened that someday 
we might get some terrible disease or be maimed or scarred. What we 
attach to, what we depend on, what we like, can easily be changed to 
something that we don’t like. We can be separated from what we love, 
suddenly and at any time. So, in one way, just because we are born in 
a human form, with the ability to think about ourselves, our thoughts 
can cause us anxiety and worry.

We can take the human form very personally, as if all that we are is 
just this body. We can think, ‘I’m this person whose personality has been 
conditioned by life, by the family I was born into, by my education or 
the lack of it, by the class I was born into.’ We can attach to and identify 
with all the suggestions we have received throughout our life about 
whether we are good or worthless, better than others or worse than 
others. Because we can conceive of ourselves as being ‘something’, we 
can attach to that concept and hold onto it for a lifetime. If we have this 
wrong idea, then we are likely to live a whole lifetime thinking about 
ourselves in the wrong way – and that certainly can be very painful.

We tend to react to life personally, and we can be hurt very easily 
just by what other people say about us. If you say to me, ‘I don’t like 
the way you look’, then I can feel hurt or wounded. We can spend a 
lifetime resenting and being jealous of those who seem to have more 
privilege or wealth than we do. Envy and jealousy are common human 
problems all over the world. Now, if we couldn’t think about ourselves, 
if we couldn’t view ourselves as a separate entity, then we wouldn’t feel 
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jealous, would we? Jealousy definitely comes from the ability to think 
about ourselves. We can think, ‘What did he do to deserve all those 
privileges? Why can’t I have the same?’

These are mental conditions, mental formations, that change, 
arise and cease. In Buddhism, we distinguish between the mind itself 
and such mental formations. We define mental formations as the 
conditions of the mind that arise and cease. Examples are the feelings, 
perceptions, concepts and sensory consciousness. The universe 
comprises everything that we can perceive and conceive of, so the 
universe itself comes under the category of mental formations. 

Subject and Object
Of course we can also see the universe in a scientific way, as an object. 
Looking out into a starry night, we can contemplate the universe as if 
it were something out there, something separate from ourselves. We 
might also perceive the universe as though we were a part of it; but 
speaking for myself, I never used to perceive it in that way. Before I 
started meditating, the universe was something separate from me, 
and that separation was always a source of suffering because it left me 
feeling out of touch. If that sort of relationship with the universe is all 
we ever have, then ours is a rather pathetic life, and we never really 
understand it. We never really awaken to the mystery, vastness and 
wonder of the universe. All we can do is try to live for the welfare of 
this particular body. We can spend our whole life trying to live in a safe 
place and not be hurt by anyone.

Consider this problem of separation between ourselves as a subject 
and the universe as an object. We are conscious beings; consciousness 
is the ability to be a subject that knows an object. But if the subjective 
aspect of consciousness gets distorted by views, prejudices and biases, 
then we tend to misperceive the object. This happens whenever we 
grasp an idea and apply it generally – we form fixed views, prejudices 
and biases. So if we perceive some other person as bad, then we see 
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them as bad in a kind of continuous way. Whenever that person, name 
or appearance arises in consciousness, the association of ‘bad’ goes 
along with it. Thus, we can make ourselves insensitive by grasping 
views and opinions about ourselves and others. We lose our sensitivity, 
and therefore are not awake; we are just reacting.

We can live our whole life simply reacting – with racial prejudice, 
for instance. People don’t contemplate and see that race itself is a 
subjective perception of the mind, so they form opinions about one race 
as being better than another, or about social classes, men and women, 
nations and religions. Through not really examining the nature of 
thought and its limitations, we can get caught up in our own thinking. 
However, instead of reacting from unexamined views and opinions, we 
can contemplate thought, because thought arises and ceases.

Thinking is impermanent. It moves quickly, producing one thought 
after another. We are conditioned to think by association; as one 
thought ceases, it gives rise to another, forming an endless stream. We 
can get caught up in these thoughts, judging them or identifying with 
them. Or we can begin to contemplate thought itself as impermanent, 
as something that comes and goes in our minds, whether it is rational 
or irrational, intelligent or stupid, true or false. We can contemplate it 
as thought, as that which arises and ceases, rather than trying to think 
about thinking, or to analyze the motivation for our thought. Doing 
that sort of analysis tends to reinforce our sense of being an isolated, 
separate self with personality.

Personality as the Subject
What I mean by personality includes the views, opinions, memories and 
all that is conditioned into the mind from life experience. Personality 
is a condition, not ultimately true, or real; it is not the real subject. 
Instead, it is an object to be investigated.

If we allow our personality, with its views and biases, to be the 
subject of our consciousness, we experience reality in terms of that 
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personality. Because the personality can take any form, we can be 
elated or depressed – we can feel successful or feel like a failure. 
We live in a culture that very much emphasizes personality as being 
oneself. To have a personality, to be a person, to have rights as a 
person, to be a man or a woman, to belong to a group or class or 
family or nation or club – all of these are taken very personally. 
Even what is impersonal – the natural functions of our human body 
that have nothing to do with personality – we make personal. We 
don’t like to be identified with the functions of the body unless they 
are nice or pleasant. Many people regard the ageing process of the 
body, sickness and pain in a very personal way. Natural drives such 
as hunger and sexuality – even the most instinctual, impersonal 
functions of a human body – are interpreted in this very personal 
way. They are judged as being good or bad, allowable or unwanted, 
refined or coarse.

So that’s the personality view. If we are feeling good, we are happy; 
if we are not feeling good, we are unhappy. Any success that comes to 
this being is personal, and any failure is also personal. Any praise is 
taken personally, or any criticism; so there is going to be pleasure with 
praise and anguish with criticism. But when pleasure and pain, praise 
and blame, are seen from the viewpoint of the subject who is aware – 
rather than the viewpoint of a person – this is the awakened mind.

Awareness as the Subject
When we contemplate more and more, we are making pure awareness 
the subject of consciousness. In this pure awareness, conditions 
are seen simply as conditions, rather than being judged and reacted 
to from the personality viewpoint. So the Buddha emphasized the 
practice of mindfulness, in which we give up attachment, in which we 
are awake to the way things are, without judgement. If we are mindful, 
then we are not judging something; we are just observing it. We can 
even observe our own reactions.
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Mindfulness is coupled with wisdom, the ability to contemplate 
the way things are. For this we can make use of the teachings of the 
Buddha as skilful means to help us watch and observe. And when there 
is mindfulness and wisdom, the subject of the mind is not personal 
anymore. The subject is not mine or ours, it does not have a name, it 
is not a man or a woman. All the personal conditions and attachments 
cease in it. You see the cessation, the ending of personality, but there 
is still awareness and the ability to reflect wisely on the way things are 
in this sensory realm. In the awakened mind, pain and pleasure are just 
the way things are. When there is reflective wisdom, we are not picking 
and choosing – pain and pleasure are of equal value. They’re seen for 
what they are.

The senses always operate in a dualistic way. We, as subjects, see 
things as objects. Having eyes means that we are going to see whatever 
is in front of them; we’re going to be conscious of it, whether it’s 
the most beautiful thing or the most hideous. This applies to all the 
sense organs. The awakened mind is not shutting out this sensitivity, 
nor is it just reacting out of habit and conditions. It is responsive, 
and finds suitable responses to the experiences that arise. One can 
find a spontaneity that is only possible when the mind is not just 
reacting, because reactions are impulsive. Reaction is the following of 
impulses, but spontaneity comes from the purity of being awake, from 
mindfulness and wisdom. It no longer has anything to do with being a 
person, a type or a character. Any being who is awake has the ability to 
respond appropriately to what is happening.

The Universe of the Mind
Contrast the perception of the universe with the perception of this 
human form. When you think about yourself as a person, it’s rather 
frightening because the universe seems vast and endless according 
to our perceptions. We talk about aeons of time and vast distances 
measured in light years, which we can’t imagine; scientists talk about 
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stars being near, when they are billions of miles away. But within this 
sensual human form, we can reflect on the universe from the actual 
sensory impingement we receive from it. 

We can speculate about being influenced by the planets and forces 
from outer space; it is certainly possible. People question, ‘How could 
Pluto be affecting my life?’ But why couldn’t it be affecting our lives? 
We are part of the same universal system, and it seems fully possible 
that everything is affecting everything. I wouldn’t exclude Pluto and 
Neptune from that, but I don’t know how, or exactly in what way they 
might affect us. Or maybe we’re influencing Pluto; that’s possible too. 
But then it gets too complicated, doesn’t it?

If we reflect that everything is affecting everything, this gives us 
a sense of the totality and the wholeness of the universal system that 
we are very much involved with and can witness as a human being. 
However, we have to accept the limitation of being a separate individual. 
The universe we contemplate is the universe of the mind with its 
perceptions of pleasure and pain, beauty and ugliness. We can realize 
that the whole universe is about sensitivity and forces and powers and 
energy. We can see that, no matter how vast and powerful the forms 
in the universe might be, they have the characteristics of beginning 
and ending, birth and death, expansion and contraction. And we can 
contemplate the universe in seemingly insignificant experiences, such 
as breathing, the feeling of the body or an emotion of anguish or desire.

Within the limitations of the human form, we can’t understand the 
nature of existence from the universal position of an All-Seeing God, 
with a macrocosmic view. What we can do is observe existence close 
up, without judgement. We have to work from the microcosmic view 
of this mind, even if the view seems incredibly personal, stupid or 
irrational.

That’s what I mean by contemplating the microcosm. We can 
observe the tendency in ourselves to grasp or reject, to be attracted 
or repelled. We can see the strong desire in our minds to become 
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something else, to seek something, to wait for the next thing. We get 
caught up in this desire to become something because we aren’t abiding 
in the way things are. We experience praise and blame, success and 
failure, pleasure and pain, sickness and death as personal. Everything 
seems personal, and everything seems painful. But, when seen from 
the awakened mind, things are as they are, and this point of view is the 
way out of suffering.

Trust in the Dhamma
I feel a tremendous trust now. I feel confidence in what we call the 
Dhamma – in ‘the way things are’ – because it’s no longer important 
what happens to me, to this creature here. It’s no longer a worry. 
Whatever happens – the best, the worst, praise, blame, success, failure, 
leukaemia or robust good health till the age of ninety-five and a 
peaceful death as one sits down in meditation – feel confident that it’s 
all right the way it is. See it as Dhamma, rather than interpreting it and 
giving it a personal quality.

In Buddhism, we often talk about courage and fearlessness. 
Whenever we take the personal view, we are frightened, and we do 
cowardly things. We think, ‘I am going to suffer. What I love is going 
to be taken away from me. I’ll lose my health, be an invalid, feel pain. 
Nobody will love me, and I’ll be left alone. Life will be horrible. I’ll be 
lost, alone, unloved, in pain, old and sick, poor me!’ That’s a lot to be 
frightened of, isn’t it? But when these fears are seen as Dhamma, then 
even the worst is bearable. We realize that this is not a permanent 
person or position that we are involved in. This is a transition from 
birth to death within the human form. And what we have, as human 
beings, is the opportunity to awaken between birth and death.

In the awakened mind, there is no fear. There is knowing, there 
is clarity, and it is not personal. It is not mine; it is not yours. When 
all things cease, what remains is clarity, intelligence, brightness. 
We can call that ‘the true subject.’ When people ask, ‘But what is my 
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true nature?’ I answer, ‘It’s peaceful, intelligent, calm, and bright. It’s 
deathlessness – but don’t take that personally.’

*       *       *

Question: Could you describe further the nature of the pure mind? 
AS: Well, this is where the Buddha was very careful, because when 
you’re trying to describe the indescribable, or define the indefinable, 
or limit the unlimited, you can get yourself into a lot of delusion. The 
only thing I can say is that, as you let go of things more and more, and 
as you realize that all that arises ceases, you realize the cessation of 
things – and then you realize the unconditioned.

There’s the conditioned and the unconditioned, the created 
and the uncreated. You can’t conceive of the uncreated. You have a 
word but there’s no perception for it. There’s no kind of symbol that 
one can grasp. You can have a doctrine about it, so religions tend to 
state metaphysical doctrines that people believe in. However, since 
the Buddhist teaching is a non-doctrinal teaching in which you’re 
encouraged to find things out for yourself, you are left without any 
metaphysical doctrine, and this absence of doctrine is conducive to 
true realization. What realization brings is the understanding that the 
conditioned realm only arises and ceases. It is not eternal and it is not 
infinite. It’s only a movement in the universal.

Terminology and concepts for this realization can be very 
misleading. We’ve had dialogues with Christians, and I notice 
Christian meditators now are moving more towards the Buddhist 
position and saying quite untraditional things like, ‘God is nothing or 
no-thing.’ Buddhists understand that ‘no-thing’ is probably a fairly 
accurate description. In contrast, trinitarian Christianity usually gives 
conditioned attributes for perceiving God as a Father, Son or Holy 
Spirit. Mystical Christianity transcends this trinitarian view and talks 
about mystery, or not knowing. Christian mystics don’t have the same 
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psychological vocabulary that we do in Buddhism, so they tend to put 
it in a different way. But if you get beyond the terminology, you’ll find 
that they describe the experience of the mind that is free from a self-
view – and from a binding to the conditioned world. Hinduism and 
Islam have this in some form as well. So one sees the potential in all 
religions to point beyond themselves.

The danger is always in attachment to the conventions. Even with 
Buddhism, as beautiful and clear a teaching as it is, not many Buddhists 
use it to be enlightened. They tend to attach to a certain part of the 
teaching. However, at present, I think there’s more potential for 
awakening to the truth, which isn’t just Buddhist, but is beyond all 
conventions.

There’s a lot of really clear thinking going on now among human 
beings, and it’s quite wonderful. There is a mental clarity and use of 
wisdom that is happening in different places on the planet. No matter 
how gloomy and pessimistic the newspapers sometimes are about the 
state of the world, I can’t help but feel more optimistic. I can see that it 
is changing. In just my own lifetime, there’s been a remarkable change 
in the development of a spiritual understanding and wisdom.



25   I 			Nibbāna
We use the word ‘nibbāna’ for the goal of our meditation, which is 
to realize non-attachment. As unenlightened human beings, we tend 
to attach to things out of ignorance, out of not understanding things 
properly. We’re always attaching and grasping at everything; however, 
when we realize non-attachment, we experience nibbāna. Sometimes 
nibbāna is translated as ‘extinction’, so it sounds rather forbidding, like 
annihilation. But it does not require that we annihilate things, only 
that we let go of our attachment to them.

Nibbāna refers to the realization human beings have when they 
are not grasping anything. In that realization of non-grasping, one 
experiences a connection. One is in alignment with the divine because, 
when there is non-grasping, there is the real experience of compassion. 
One feels compassion, joyfulness, happiness and serenity, not because 
of any personal attainment or achievement, but because there is nobody 
there. There is no grasping of the body as self; there is no grasping 
of views or opinions or feelings or anything else; there is simply non-
grasping. When you realize non-grasping, you experience true ease, 
peacefulness and bliss. But this state of happiness is not the usual one 
for human beings. We must train the mind and heart to realize it.
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Awareness Based on Knowing
If you learn to calm the mind, you begin to sense a continuous awareness 
that is firm, stable and constant. It is based on simply knowing and 
being alert, rather than on concepts, ideas, views and emotions, which 
come and go. You begin to know that this is the way it is. This sense of 
knowing is what people sometimes describe as ‘suchness’ or ‘as-is-ness’, 
and it is based in the moment as it is now. Consider what happens to 
your mind when I say, ‘This is the way it is now.’ I’m not telling you how 
it is, or how you should see it or feel it. I’m not telling you what you 
should be experiencing. I’m not pointing to any object or anything at 
all, or describing the experience in any way. I’m just saying, ‘This is the 
way it is now, the suchness, as it is now.’ When I use this thought, I open 
the mind; I feel more with the moment, receptive to what is happening, 
rather than looking for something to fix on. I’m not trying to describe 
the moment, but just open to it. So the mind can go quite empty; the 
thought process stops, and the mind opens. This is the way it is. With 
this sense of awareness, we can reflect on the way it is at this time: 
there’s the breathing, there’s a body here, there are feelings in the body. 
There’s silence, the time is now, the place is here – this is the way it is.

When we investigate the way things are, rather than using concepts 
and theories, we use our ability to perceive in order to point beyond 
perception – to awareness itself. For the most part, our minds aren’t trained 
to do this. Normally, we’re trained to operate from assumptions, theories 
and positions. We may believe in a God, and make the basic assumption 
that there is a creator God who made us, and then from that follows all 
the other assumptions we make. It’s not that such a doctrine is wrong, but 
if we operate from an assumption, we don’t ever really witness and know 
how things are. We just believe and accept what other people tell us.

When the Buddha taught the Four Noble Truths, he was teaching 
human beings to open the mind. He was helping us to be aware of 
nature as it operates, not through any scientific or psychological 
theory or philosophical position, but from attention to the way things 
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happen to be. We’re using what we have. We’re not trying to create 
ideas and interesting theories about the way things are, but actually 
to observe them, from the most obvious conditions that we generally 
take for granted.

The mind creates lots of interesting theories. For example, we 
talk about gender differences: men are this way, women are that 
way. We’re used to speaking in these conceptual terms, but actually, 
these differences are based on qualities that are changing, not fixed or 
permanent. Even though our bodies are either male or female, these 
conditions are subject to all other conditions. If we don’t witness and 
observe this dependency on conditions, we tend to take fixed positions 
as men, women, Englishmen or Americans – as if these were ultimate 
truths. What we see are only conventional realities, but we can live our 
lives operating on the assumption that these are the real things. People 
talk about the ‘real world’, but the real world that they talk about is 
not real; it is only conventional appearance. It’s the way it seems to be, 
according to the way one has been conditioned to perceive it. 

Seeing the True Nature of Conditions
The Buddha’s teaching points to the fact that all conditions are 
impermanent (sabbe saṅkhārā aniccā ). By the word ‘condition’ (saṅkhāra), 
we mean a formation of the mind, such as a thought or opinion.

Men and women are conditions. Similarly, Jews and Gentiles, 
Buddhists and Christians, Asians and Europeans, Africans, the working 
class, the middle class, the upper class – all these are only formations 
that go through the mind. They aren’t absolutes. They are merely 
conventions that are useful for communication. We must use these 
conventions, but we must also realize that they are only conventions 
– not absolutes. In this way, our minds are no longer fixed in our views 
or opinions. Views and opinions are seen simply as conditions that 
arise and cease in the mind, because that’s what they really are. All 
conditions are impermanent; they arise and cease.
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The Buddha’s teaching also points to the fact that all things are 
not-self (sabbe dhammā anattā). This is a little more advanced, but as 
we meditate more and more and as we see into the nature of things, 
it becomes clearer that all things are not-self. The need to identify 
with, and belong to, some condition or some position, falls away. 
We’re no longer looking for ourselves or trying to find names for 
ourselves, or trying to identify ourselves with anything whatsoever. 
This is the freedom, the liberation from attachment to conditions 
that leads to nibbāna. 

As we continue to practise, we become more aware of the truth 
of the way it is. This truth, or Dhamma, becomes more and more 
meaningful to us. It becomes very useful as a reflection, because 
Dhamma includes everything, both the conditioned and the 
unconditioned, the mortal and the immortal. When we understand 
Dhamma, we don’t take sides: we’re not rejecting mortality by holding 
onto a concept of immortality. However, as we free ourselves from 
attachment to mortality, then of course what’s left is immortality. 
So a wise person recognizes the nature of conventional reality as 
impermanent, unsatisfactory and not-self, (the three characteristics 
of all conditioned phenomena) and is aware enough to know when 
there’s no attachment to conditions.

Saṁsāra is the state of being attached and suffering. In this state, 
we say things like, ‘I wish I didn’t think like that. I wish those problems 
would go away. I don’t want this. I’m afraid of that. I don’t like this. 
I shouldn’t be this way. You shouldn’t be that way.’ That’s saṁsāra 
– all those screaming, possessive, frightened, greedy little voices. 
When you’re attached to all that, it’s saṁsāra. Saṁsāra is the realm 
of suffering. Nibbāna is the realm of freedom from suffering through 
non-attachment. When we recognize whatever happens in our minds, 
whether it’s negative or positive, critical or affirmative, simply as 
conditions, this is the Buddha-mind, this is nibbāna.
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Inclining Toward Deathlessness
When we say ‘practising the Dhamma’ what do we mean? The practice 
is the constant reflection and reminder of the way things are, the 
opening of the mind to the way it is. Now if I come into this room 
with a prejudice of some sort, perhaps through anger, I’m no longer 
fully capable of understanding the way things are. I’m blinded and 
obsessed. But if I’m aware that I’m really angry and that there’s a very 
strong feeling overwhelming me, even if I’m just aware of that much, 
then at that moment I’ve recognized it as a condition. So the force of 
attachment is diminished; there’s a slight bit of non-attachment. And 
even if I’m carried away again, as soon as I realize I’ve been carried 
away, there’s another breaking of the cycle. In other words, the cycle 
that’s there is not being reinforced; it’s being weakened. So the force of 
my anger weakens and diminishes the more I reflect on it. 

If we sincerely try to detach, even if it is just a little bit, then we become 
less and less enslaved to appearances, to the force of habit, to the cycle of 
birth and death, to saṁsāra. Then we’re inclining towards the deathlessness, 
towards the realization of nibbāna. But the more we are committed to the 
obsessions of the mind, and allow ourselves to be carried away and then 
taken over by them, the more we’re reinforcing saṁsāra.

When we’re carried away, it is as if we were whirled around and 
around, until we suddenly realize that we’ve been caught in the birth 
and death cycle. That point of realization is the inclination towards 
deathlessness, and that point of mindfulness and comprehension – even 
if it’s just a flash – is an experience of nibbāna. Of course, the passion 
might be so strong that it overwhelms us again and we get carried away 
with guilt, frustration, discouragement, annoyance or whatever it is. It 
goes on and on and on until suddenly we’re aware once more, and we 
have another experience of freedom. When we’re overwhelmed, the 
problem is that we believe the emotion, along with all the subsequent 
conditions. And the problem is compounded by our not wanting the 
emotion and the guilt about it – the whole cycle.
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Over the years, it can seem that we don’t achieve anything or even 
change all that much. But then, we realize that, in situations when we’re 
overwhelmed, we can somehow get through them a little bit better. 
We find that we’re not so caught up, blinded and utterly helpless in 
the face of these passions or fears. Gradually, we see that saṁsāra, or 
sensory consciousness, is a movement, a vibration, a changing thing 
with no substance and no eternal or permanent essence. There’s no 
way we can capture it and say, ‘This is it’, but we can observe it. 

We begin to see that everything is as it is. It has no name other than 
the name we give it. It is we who call it something; we give it a value. 
We say this thing is good, or it’s bad, but in itself, the thing is only as it 
is. It’s not absolute; it’s just as it is. People are just as they are. We can 
give them names and we can describe them. We can decide whether 
we like them or don’t like them, whether we are attracted to them or 
repelled by them. That’s something we add or project onto the moment 
because of our habits, fears and desires. That’s why it is very important 
to contemplate the way things are in the moment. It’s through this 
experience that we can be aware of what we project onto it.

This body is just this way. Having been born and lived a number of 
years, it’s this way. But now, I can begin to cogitate about it – I don’t like 
it, I like it, I wish it would look different, younger, etc. I can create all 
kinds of views and opinions about the body, but it is just the way it is. 
It feels this way; it looks that way. This is the suchness. It doesn’t mean 
we’re not aware of the body’s beauty or its ugliness; it just means we’re 
not making anything, creating anything, out of it. We can be aware of 
an imperfection without making any problem about it. In other words, 
the mind becomes an embracing mind.

The	Way	Out	of	Suffering
We can find the way out of suffering by being completely with life as it’s 
happening, by embracing life. We cannot find the way by running from 
everything in order to protect and defend ourselves from all possible 
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forms of danger and insecurity. That’s what people often think monks 
are doing – that we’re running away from life because we can’t face the 
real world. But in fact, the experience is one of opening the mind to 
embrace the whole. Through practice, we begin to feel at ease in just 
being with the way things are, rather than always having to attach to 
them, hold onto them, reject them or ignore them. We begin to feel 
a sense of ease and peacefulness through just being with life as it is, 
rather than having everything figured out from particular viewpoints.

For example, I could ask, ‘What would you do if you were in a little 
room with an angry, deadly poisonous snake?’ You could speculate about 
whether you should kill the snake to protect yourself. If you’ve taken a 
Buddhist vow not to harm living creatures, you might feel you shouldn’t 
kill the snake. You could go back and forth about this hypothetical case 
from various viewpoints. But what actually happens, of course, in a 
crisis like this, is that there’s no time to ponder what to do; you have to 
trust in your instinct. You can’t figure it out ahead of time.

I’ve been asked to speculate about whether I’d kill a maniac who 
was about to attack my mother. If I were a conscientious objector, then 
my viewpoint might require me to say, ‘Well, I’d just pray.’ And people 
would say, ‘You mean you’d just let that man stab your sweet little old 
mother?’ But if a maniac attacked my mother, and I was around, I trust 
that the wisdom of the moment would direct me to do the right thing. 
I can’t say what I’d do because I don’t know all the things that would 
be affecting that moment. Maybe at that time my mother would have a 
heart attack and just die anyway, or maybe the maniac would have an 
epileptic fit. Or maybe the maniac would suddenly think, ‘I can’t harm 
this sweet little old lady. Her son over there is a pacifist, and he can’t 
protect her.’ Or maybe my mother would have become a karate expert 
and would give him a chop. Or the police would come. Who knows what 
could happen – the telephone might ring or the chandelier might fall 
on his head – that’s fair enough if you’re speculating, isn’t it? We can 
go on imagining all the possible things that might happen in a moment, 
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but all we can say is that we don’t know. Right now, we don’t know 
what we’d do because none of those conditions are present. But we 
can know the way it is now, can’t we? We can be open to the present 
moment without reference to a particular viewpoint.

The	Experience	of	Nibbāna
In many circles, nibbāna (Skt. nirvāna) is the common word for 
anything ecstatic or heaven-like, but actually, it means ‘not bound to 
the conditions of birth and death.’ It refers to the experience of non-
attachment. When we are really aware, there’s no need, no inclination, 
to identify with the body or the conditions of mind – these are as they 
are. This is not a rejection or annihilation of the human body or mental 
conditions, but it’s a way of seeing them as they are. They arise and 
cease; they begin and end.

That clarity of observation, that awareness of the mind – the 
realization of nibbāna – is not all that far away. It’s not something 
that’s beyond anyone’s capabilities. If you assume you can’t do it, then 
of course you tend to operate from that basic assumption, so you never 
do. But the Buddha said very definitely that this is a teaching for human 
beings, people with moral responsibility; intelligent beings. So, are you 
one of these? If you aren’t, then maybe you’d better reform – you don’t 
have to be a rascal.

So nibbāna is not a kind of ethereal state out in the sky, or in outer 
space, or in the next life. The Buddha always pointed to the way things 
are now, to what actually can be known and realized by each one of us 
within our limitations as human beings, at this time and this place. This 
is where your reflection and looking into the nature of things needs to 
be developed, so that you can really begin to know this truth, rather 
than just speculate about it – or guess, or believe, or disbelieve. You 
can begin to wisely reflect and penetrate, experiencing freedom by not 
attaching to things. 

*       *       *
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Question: How would you describe enlightenment?
AS: Enlightenment is nothing more than growing up, being a mature 
being. The perfection of the human kamma is enlightenment. This 
means becoming mature, being responsible and balanced, being a 
moral and wise human being who is no longer looking for ‘someone to 
love me.’

Many of us can’t find love in someone else, so we want God to love 
us. We say, ‘I believe in a God that loves me. Nobody else does, but God 
loves me.’ But that’s immature – to want love from out there – from 
someone else. The enlightened being doesn’t need to be loved by God 
or anyone. It’s nice to be loved by others, but it’s not necessary.

Enlightenment is practical; it’s something each one of us can 
realize. We are all capable of moving into the position of being awake. 
And when we’re awake and balanced and wise, we can love. That is the 
maturing of the human being. When there is wisdom, one naturally 
relates to others with love. Love is wisdom’s natural radiance.





26   I    Introduction to Meditation

The important thing in meditation is attitude, rather than technique 
or tradition. The right attitude is most important. Even if you have 
the best teacher with the best tradition and the best methods, if your 
attitude isn’t right it won’t work.

Many people meditate with an attitude of gaining, attaining or 
achieving. It’s not surprising, because our worldly attitude is based on 
achievement. We are conditioned by our education and society to see 
life as something we must use in order to attain or become something. 
On a worldly level, this is the way it is. We have to go to school in 
order to learn to read and write. We have to do all kinds of things in 
order to become something or to attain something, but enlightenment 
(nibbāna) is not something that we ever attain or achieve. This is a 
difficult thing to comprehend with the intellect, because the intellect 
is conditioned to think in terms of gaining. 

Practising Without Gain
The words ‘Dhamma’ and ‘nibbāna’ are untranslatable because they 
cannot be explained conceptually; they are realizations rather than 
things. The best we can do in English is to use a term like ‘ultimate 
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reality.’ Dhamma and nibbāna are what we realize rather than 
something we attain or achieve.

When we are meditating, our intention is to incline towards nibbāna 
rather than towards attaining a higher state of consciousness. There 
are various meditation techniques in which we can achieve higher 
levels of consciousness, but for nibbāna there are no stages, there are 
no levels, there’s no attainment. There’s no development or progress 
because it’s a realization rather than an attainment.

The problem human beings have with meditation is their worldly 
mind. The worldly mind is always looking for something. Even if one 
meditates for years, there’s still a great desire in the mind to find out 
‘Who am I? What am I? What is the purpose of my life?’ But the Buddha 
was not trying to tell us the purpose of life. Instead, he tried to give us 
guidance to full realization. Therefore, in his basic teaching of the Four 
Noble Truths, he pointed to everything that is not-self, rather than 
make any statement about what we are or what our true nature is. Even 
if he had told us exactly what we are, we still wouldn’t really know until 
we had meditated and found out for ourselves.

Everything that is Not-Self
The Buddha pointed to everything that is not-self. In Pali, this 
‘everything’ is referred to as the five khandhas, translated as the five 
heaps, or the five aggregates. These are listed as: physical form, feeling, 
perception, volition (or mental formations) and sense consciousness. 
These are what we are not – and this ‘not being anything’ is what we 
mean by anattā or non-self. Everything that you can perceive and 
conceive, know through the senses or think with the mind – everything 
mental and physical that has a beginning and an end, that arises and 
passes away – is included in the five heaps. The five aggregates include 
the whole universe that we perceive and conceive through our senses.

The five aggregates include our bodies. These human bodies are 
products of the earth, and their nature is to rely on all the things that 
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the earth produces. We have to eat what comes from the earth, and 
when these bodies die, the elements of earth, water, fire and air return 
to the earth again. Seeing our bodies as part of a larger process is a way 
of recognizing anattā, a way of seeing that these bodies are not self.

In conventional reality, of course, the body is very much not-self. 
When I talk about myself, I am talking about this body; I am not talking 
about anything else. But when we investigate and reflect, we begin 
to comprehend the truth of anattā as an actual experience. We are no 
longer deluded into thinking that we actually are our body, feelings, 
perceptions, volition and sense consciousness. We know what is not 
ourself, fully and completely, without any doubt remaining. This is 
complete enlightenment, and this is what our meditation is about.

The Conditioned and the Unconditioned
The teaching of the Buddha is a very simple teaching, because it 
comprehends things in terms of the conditioned and the unconditioned. 
Conditioned phenomena are those which arise and pass away. They 
include everything that we perceive and know through our senses, 
through the body, feelings, thoughts and memories. They are conditions; 
they begin and they end. The Pali term for the conditioned is saṅkhāra. 
Saṅkhāra includes all that arises and passes away, whether it is mental 
or physical. We are not quibbling about whether it is out there or in 
here, whether something arises and passes away in an instant or in an 
aeon. It does not make any difference as far as this way of meditating 
goes, because the conditioned includes all time-bound things.

The Unconditioned is something that most people never realize 
because they are mesmerized by conditioned phenomena. To realize 
the unconditioned we have to let go of our constant attachment to 
conditioned phenomena.

The Unconditioned is like the space in a room. When you come 
into a room, do you notice the space, or is your attention drawn to the 
objects in the room? You see the walls, the windows, the people, the 
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furniture, the colours and the decorations. But the space in the room 
is not noticeable, even though it is there all the time. And when we’re 
busy watching all the people and the objects in the room, we don’t 
notice the space at all. It is only when we let go of thinking, talking, 
considering and imagining, that we become aware and we notice the 
space in the room. When we attend to it, we see that space is peaceful 
and boundless. Even the walls of the room do not limit space.

It’s the same with the mind. The mind is unlimited and has no 
boundaries; it can contain everything. Yet we bind ourselves to the 
limited conditions of the mind – our ideas, views, and opinions.

There is room enough in space for every theory, opinion and view; 
they all arise and pass away, and there is no permanent condition. So 
there is room enough for everybody and everything, for every religion, 
every political view, every thought, every type of human being. And 
yet, humanity always wants to control and limit and say: ‘Only these 
we allow, and those do not have any right to be here.’ Trying to possess 
and hold on, we bind ourselves to conditions, which always take us to 
death and despair.

Whatever we hope and expect will cause us to feel disillusionment 
and despair, if we attach to it. This is because whatever we attach to 
arises and has to pass away. There is nothing that arises which keeps on 
arising; it can only arise for so long, and then it passes away. So when 
you bind yourself to any condition that is arising, it can only take you 
along with it as it passes away. When you attach to anything that is 
arising, such as your own physical body or any condition in nature, it 
will take you to death. And so death is the end of that which was born, 
and despair is the other side of hope and expectation.

As soon as anything becomes unpleasant or unsatisfactory, we tend 
to jump into some other condition, into something that is arising. This 
makes life a constant search for pleasure, romance and adventure. 
People are always running after that which is interesting or fascinating 
and running away from the opposite. We run from boredom, despair, 
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old age, sickness and death because these are conditions that we do 
not want to be with. We want to get away from them, forget them, not 
notice them.

But in meditation, the attitude is to be infinitely patient with 
conditions, even when they become unpleasant or boring. If we’re 
always running off to find something more interesting, we just keep 
going round in circles. This is called the cycle of saṁsāra.

Meditating on the Ordinary
When we notice that the conditions of body and mind are just the way 
conditions are, it is a simple recognition. It is not an analysis, and it 
is not anything special. It is just a bare recognition, a direct knowing 
that whatever arises passes away. Knowing in this way demands a 
certain amount of patience; otherwise, as soon as any fear, anger 
or unpleasantness arises, we will run away from it. So meditation is 
also the ability to endure, and bear with, the unpleasant. We don’t 
seek it out; we are not ascetics looking for painful things to endure 
so that we can prove ourselves. We’re simply recognizing the way it 
is right now.

The Buddha established his meditation on that which is ordinary, 
rather than on that which is extraordinary. For example, one technique of 
Buddhist meditation is mindfulness of the breath (ānāpānasati), which is 
meditation through attention to normal breathing. There are meditations 
on sitting, standing, walking and lying down, which are also very ordinary 
– even boring. With meditation on these ordinary conditions, what is 
required is an attitude of infinite patience; we make all the time in the 
world to be with one inhalation and one exhalation. There’s nothing else 
to do except to be with what is – with the body sitting down, the body 
standing up, the body walking, the body lying down.

That’s a mental state very different from the one we are accustomed 
to, isn’t it? When we are sitting down, we normally do not notice sitting. 
We might sit and collapse out of exhaustion, or we might sit and read, 
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sit and smoke, sit and eat, or sit and talk. We’re always doing something 
while we’re sitting. And it’s much the same with the other postures. 
When we lie down, we fall asleep heedlessly. We walk heedlessly, stand 
heedlessly and sit heedlessly, so we never really see what is now and 
what is immediate. We are always thinking about what we have to do 
now in order to get what we want in the future, and that is endless. Even 
when you get what you want in the future, you find it only satisfies you 
temporarily, and then you start thinking of something else you have 
to have.

Looking at the Movement of Desire
I remember, when I was a little boy I saw a toy, and I told my mother, ‘If 
you buy me that toy, I promise I will never ask for anything ever again.’ 
I really believed that full satisfaction could be gained from owning 
that toy! So she went and bought the toy and gave it to me. I think I 
played with it a little while and set it aside, and then I found something 
else that I wanted. But I remember how thoroughly convinced I was 
that, if she would give me that one thing, my desires would be satisfied 
forever – and I remember that I was not satisfied. Even at that young 
age, this realization made an impression because I can still remember 
the lesson: even getting what I wanted was disappointing because then 
I had to start looking for something else.

In meditation, we are looking at the movement of desire, but we 
are not passing judgement against desire. Some people think that 
Buddhists are all against desire, but the Buddha’s teaching is not an 
annihilationist teaching – it is an awakening. Desire is not something 
that we reject or try to annihilate. We reflect on it and understand that 
it is a condition in nature.

There are desires that are good and desires that are bad. Desires to 
kill, hurt others and steal are considered bad desires; all of us have bad 
desires at times. And then, there are good desires that make us want 
to help, be kind or develop into good and wise beings. Whenever we 
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recognize desire – whether it is good or bad – we are using wisdom. 
Only wisdom can see desire; desire cannot see wisdom. So when you 
are trying to find wisdom, just know desire. Watching the movement 
of desire lets us see its nature as a changing condition. And we see that 
it is not-self.

Buddha-Wisdom
Buddha-wisdom is something that we use in our meditation, not 
something we attain. It is a humbling kind of wisdom; it is not fantastic. 
It’s the simple wisdom of knowing that whatever arises passes away 
and is not-self. It is knowing that the desires going through our minds 
are just that – they are desires, and they are not us. Wisdom is living 
as men, women, monks, nuns, Buddhists, Christians or whatever, 
using the conventional realities of gender, role, class and so forth, but 
understanding those realities as mere conventions. Wisdom lets us see 
that they are not ultimate truth, so that they do not delude us.

Buddha-wisdom is that which knows the conditioned as the 
conditioned and the unconditioned as the unconditioned. It is as 
simple as that. You just have to know two things: the conditioned and 
the unconditioned. When you are meditating, don’t try to attain, but 
just open up to your intention for meditating. When you suddenly 
awaken to the fact that you are trying to get something out of it, that 
is a moment of enlightenment. With an open mind, you begin to see 
what is really happening. But if you sit for a year trying to become and 
attain, you will feel terribly disappointed at the end of it. You will have 
lost everything because, if you don’t have the right attitude, you will 
not have the wisdom to learn from failure.

In our meditation, we learn from both successes and failures. 
People fail all the time. Mindfulness of the breath is one of the most 
frustrating meditation practices ever conceived because, if you try to 
get something out of it, it is not a very giving practice. You have to be 
patient. You have to learn from your successes and from your failures, 
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until you no longer really care whether your experience is pleasant 
or unpleasant. Then both conditions can take you to enlightenment, 
to nibbāna.

*       *       *

Question: Is the appearance of light in meditation a hindrance or a
good sign?
AS: Well you see, it is not the appearance of light that is an 
obstacle. The problem is the grasping of it from a self-view. Light 
is a positive sign, really, but where the difficulty arises is in its 
interpretation. In meditation, when extraordinary things happen, 
we should simply observe them as impermanent. We reflect, ‘What 
arises ceases,’ rather than thinking, ‘Oh, I’ve seen the light, I’m 
pure, I’ve attained something.’

The first year that I meditated in Nong Khai, I was in robes, but I 
didn’t have a teacher. I was in a monastery, but I couldn’t speak Thai, 
and nobody could speak English. I had just one book in English that 
I could use, and I was following this book very closely. It was basic 
Theravada teaching and I found it very helpful, but I would go into 
fantastic states. I’d see lights, and I’d feel full of bliss as I meditated. My 
interpretation of these experiences was that I had attained something. 
I remember thinking one time that I was a completely enlightened 
being, and I thought, ‘Well that didn’t take very long. I thought it was 
going to take years of hard work, but only a few months in a monastery 
and here I am.’ I felt certain that I was enlightened.

After that period in an isolated monastery, I had to go to Bangkok. 
Travelling on the train and arriving in Bangkok, I found that the 
enlightened being totally collapsed, and there was this terribly 
confused American wandering around Bangkok. That was a great 
disappointment. I was expecting to radiate light all over Bangkok. 
Instead, I was radiating something else that wasn’t very nice!
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The following year, when I went to Ajahn Chah’s monastery and I 
told him about these experiences, he just kept saying, ‘Well you know, 
it’s attachment. Don’t attach.’ And so I began to realize that I was very 
attached to those ecstatic experiences. I could see myself always trying 
to get to those states again. I thought that the experience of bliss was 
what I wanted. I remembered that first year and all those wonderful 
visions and experiences – and the second year I didn’t get anything. It 
was just pain and depression and despair. So I’d do ascetic practices. I’d 
work very hard and do all the things that I remembered doing the first 
year, but it wouldn’t work anymore. In fact, what I had to do was to just 
let go of remembering.

It wasn’t that what happened the first year was deluded. It was 
just that my interpretation of it came from an egotistical position, 
and the memories were so pleasant that I wanted to have those same 
experiences again. I now realize that I had those blissful experiences 
in the first year because they were not called up from memory; they 
came on their own. I had never felt that way before or had those 
kinds of experiences, so they were totally new. They were just as they 
were. They weren’t fabricated or created in my mind. But later, as I 
remembered them, the tendency was to try to create them in my mind 
again, and that didn’t work.

I realized from that experience that lights and visions are 
not important in meditation. The important thing is to develop 
mindfulness, to accept more limitation and to be with the flow of daily 
life – rather than seek ecstatic experiences. I changed my attitude 
when I went to Ajahn Chah. Instead of seeking ecstasies and the 
heights of religious experience, I developed an acceptance of daily life 
– of the heat and the mosquitoes.

With mindfulness and acceptance, you begin to see that the true light 
is your ability to be in alignment with wisdom. You realize that seeing 
things clearly in everyday life is the enlightened mind. It’s not some 
kind of light flashing at you from the outside. It’s being light yourself.





27   I    Mindfulness of the Breath

Mindfulness of the breath (ānāpānasati) is a basic meditation technique 
in which we concentrate on the sensation of our breath. For this 
practice, we must develop great patience. We must always be willing to 
begin again, because the mind repeatedly becomes distracted from the 
breath. The mind is not used to being tied down to one object; it’s been 
taught to associate one thing with another, and it moves quickly from 
one association to the next. Using our ability to think in such clever 
ways, we tend to become very restless when we try to concentrate on 
just one object, like the breath. We can even become tense when we 
can’t use our minds in the usual, associative way. So when we are doing 
ānāpānasati, we may feel a resistance or resentment.

If an animal has always lived in the wild and it is suddenly harnessed, 
it becomes angry and resists the things that are holding it down. Like 
any wild thing, an untrained mind lives on its own terms, following its 
instincts and habits; it is of little use to anyone else. However, when 
you train a wild horse, it becomes something that can help others. It’s 
the same with our minds. If we just let them follow our habits, if we put 
no effort into our lives to tame the wild mind, then we are going to be 
like a wild creature – of no use to anyone, not even ourselves.
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To tame the mind, we restrain it. We keep it focused on a single object. 
The breath is a handy object for meditation because the physiological 
function of breathing goes on, whether we concentrate on it or not. It is 
not something we create or imagine. It is something that is always going 
on naturally, so we can turn to it as an object of meditation at any time. 
If we concentrate on the rhythm of normal breathing, which is quite 
tranquillizing, we feel very calm and peaceful. But we tend to overlook 
our breath. Like anything ordinary, it is not something we pay attention 
to. The breath is not very exciting, so ānāpānasati is a subtle practice.

Ordinary Breath
We can become restless and averse to the breath because we always 
have the desire to get something. We want to find something that 
easily interests us, something we can focus on without much effort. If 
we find something interesting, such as exciting, rhythmic music, we 
absorb right into it. But the rhythm of normal breath isn’t interesting 
or compelling. It’s calming, and most beings aren’t used to tranquillity; 
they are caught in their need to be excited and interested. In other 
words, most of us need something outside of ourselves to stimulate and 
excite us, and to engage our attention.

Just look around in a city; much of it is there to draw us in, to make 
us want to absorb into this or that. There are beautiful things, exotic 
foods, exciting entertainment; such things are easily available now. 
People like to take drugs because all they’ve got to do is swallow in 
order to be dazzled by an hallucination. It is not like ānāpānasati, where 
you’re watching one inhalation and then one exhalation. It’s not like 
spending half an hour noticing the beginning, the middle and the end 
of each inhalation and exhalation.

The habit of desire begins because watching the breath doesn’t 
seem to be very important or necessary. Most people think, ‘Why 
waste time doing that? What are you monks and nuns doing just sitting 
there? What are you doing for the Third World? What are you doing to 
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help humanity? You’re just selfish; you expect people to give you food 
while you just sit there and watch your breath. You are running away 
from the real world, aren’t you?’

But what is the real world? And who’s running away from what, and 
what is there to face? We find that what people call the ‘real world’ is 
the world they believe in and are familiar with. That world is a condition 
of the mind. In meditation, one is recognizing and acknowledging the 
real world as it actually is, rather than believing in it or justifying it or 
trying to annihilate its problematic nature.

The real world operates on the same pattern of arising and passing 
as the inhalation and the exhalation. Inhalation conditions exhalation, 
and exhalation conditions inhalation. You can’t have just exhalation 
or just inhalation. That is the condition of all phenomena – they arise 
and pass away. So in Buddhist practice we are acknowledging the way 
nature is, rather than trying to rationalize with ideas.

We’re watching nature when we are watching our breath. If 
we concentrate on this one thing, it allows us to see the pattern of 
arising and passing that holds true for all conditioned phenomena in 
their infinite variety. Things of the conditioned world are constantly 
changing and are infinitely variable; they have different qualities, 
quantities and positions in space. Our minds cannot handle such 
complexity, so we have to learn from simplicity. We study something 
as ordinary and seemingly insignificant as normal breathing. 

Developing Patience
At first, the mind will just wander off the breath, so we try to develop 
patience. Once we are aware that the mind has wandered off the 
breath, we very gently go back to the breath again. If we get upset 
when the mind wanders, we’ll feel discouraged and averse to the 
whole thing, and then we’ll try to force the mind through willpower. 
But we can only do that for a little while before the mind goes off 
somewhere else again.
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The right attitude to ānāpānasati is being very, very patient. We 
must feel that we have all the time in the world just to watch one 
inhalation. There’s no need to get anything out of it. We are training 
the mind the way a good mother trains a child. A good mother knows 
that if she gets angry with the child and beats it, the child will become 
terrified and neurotic. Therefore, if the child wanders off, she draws it 
back firmly, but without anger. Having that kind of patience, we are 
not just bashing away, getting upset because we can’t get tranquil with 
ānāpānasati. Instead, we become wise and patient by being that way 
with an insignificant thing like a breath.

We might wish to be like a Buddha-image, sitting up on a high lotus 
throne, radiating light from all the pores of our body, being able to 
sit for hours in a beautiful lotus posture. That kind of showmanship 
in meditation is certainly attractive. But the humility of Buddhist 
meditation is that it is nothing special, and it’s not very noticeable in 
worldly terms. It’s not anything that anyone would be tempted to write 
about in the headline of a newspaper: ‘Venerable Sumedho had one 
mindful inhalation this morning at eight o’clock!’ But actually, that 
would be better news than most of what’s in the headlines.

Being Patient with Boredom
With ānāpānasati, one aspect of the breath is no more pleasing than 
another, so we can reflect on it with a neutral feeling. We have 
preferences for more extreme kinds of experience: we like excitement, 
but we try to get away from boredom. Yet excitement takes us to 
boredom, because nothing can stay permanently exciting. Anything 
that is exciting is like an inhalation – it is finite. It can only be exciting 
for that span, and then it becomes boring. When it becomes boring, 
what do we do? Well, the average person looks for something else that 
might be exciting, like romance.

Stories throughout the ages have been written about romance, 
because it is exciting. But romance is also impermanent; it has its span 
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– like the inhalation. After it reaches its peak, it loses its fire. What 
was once a very exciting relationship becomes boring and we think, 
‘What took the magic out of our romance? Where did the magic go?’ 
We think we would like that kind of magic again so we have to look 
for someone else because it can’t happen again with the same person. 
So some people spend their whole lives going from one romance to 
another. It’s not wise, is it!

Others look for excitement in adventure under dangerous conditions. 
They have to do something like walk over the North Pole or climb Mount 
Everest – something that ordinary people wouldn’t dare to do. They can 
maintain that for a while, but then even that becomes boring.

Notice that this is the way nature is. You can’t have excitement 
without boredom – one conditions the other. And that means you have 
to be patient when the excitement changes into boredom.

Being Patient with Disillusionment
Sometimes people come to monasteries when they are really inspired, 
and they say they want to dedicate their entire lives to the Dhamma. 
But they should watch out – anyone who is that high is going to be 
disillusioned and depressed in the not-too-distant future. Meditation is 
easy when you’re fascinated and the teacher inspires you; but then as 
you meditate, it becomes monotonous and boring. At first, you might 
try to arrange your life in a way that makes more time for meditation, 
but later you might find yourself arranging things so that you have less 
time. Of course, there are always important things to do in life, but what 
has really happened is that meditation, which was once fascinating, has 
become boring. And we want to turn away from anything boring.

Monks and nuns who have spent any time in the order have gone 
through tremendous disillusionment and despair with meditation. But 
one of the advantages of being a monk or a nun is that you can’t get 
out of it very easily. The commitment is a little more, so that when you 
really get fed up with the whole thing, you are more enduring. You 
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have all the things that hold you together and help you to stay with 
it until you understand the ‘exhalation’ side of life – the boredom, 
the disillusionment, and even the despair. From that perspective, you 
begin to have true insight, and you begin to understand the way out 
of suffering.

It’s only if you are willing to endure through despair and 
disillusionment that you can really know. If you delude yourself into 
thinking, ‘I don’t believe in this any more’, if you go off and follow some 
other interesting method or religion, you’ll have to repeat the same 
cycle over and over. You’ll just be going from one guru to the next, and 
from one type of meditation to another. Life can be interesting and 
inspiring, you can be very enthusiastic – and then what happens? It 
becomes boring and dreary.

Now in meditation, if you are really serious about insight, you can 
notice that boredom likewise has its allotted span. It’s not a permanent 
state, even though it seems permanent when you lose enthusiasm and 
confidence. But that’s just the way it seems. When you are depressed 
and disillusioned, everything looks hopeless and you can’t imagine 
being happy ever again. If you don’t have the wisdom to understand 
depression, you judge according to the way things seem to be at that 
time. What we like seems to go by very quickly, and what we don’t 
like seems to stay forever. But we can learn something from those 
perceptions. We can observe how things seem to be, and we can remain 
undeluded by the appearance of the sensory world that we experience. 

We can only develop this wisdom through practice and by reflecting 
on the way things are in our own lives. We have to learn it – painfully 
– for ourselves, just the way we had to learn to walk by falling down. 
Babies can’t walk right away. They have to learn to walk by crawling, 
by holding on to things, by pulling themselves up, by falling down and 
by pulling themselves back up again. It’s the same with meditation. You 
learn wisdom by observing ignorance – by making a mistake, reflecting 
on it and keeping going.
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If you think about it, you’ll say, ‘I’ll never be able to get anywhere.’ 
If you think about yourself too much, you’ll think you’re hopeless and 
that you can never do it. That’s why it’s a good thing little children 
don’t think very much; if they did, they’d never learn to walk. When 
you are watching a child trying to walk, it looks hopeless, doesn’t it? 
It’s the same with meditation: sometimes it seems completely hopeless. 
But that’s just the way it seems, if you think about it. So you just keep 
doing the meditation practice – especially when you are disillusioned 
and you have to put extra effort into it.

Training the Mind in Daily Life
There are periods in a monastery for meditation – in the morning and in 
the evening. In between, we have other duties, so our life has a certain 
order to it. But also, there are periods of time when there is nothing to 
do. At such times, I used to find myself trying to do something other 
than meditation. Reading books is a good activity; it’s easy to absorb 
into a book. But I’ve trained myself to practise ānāpānasati at times 
when there is nothing on the schedule – even when I want to drink tea 
or chat or do anything but watch my breath. This is a way of composing 
and collecting oneself so that practice becomes integrated, rather than 
just a practice to do in strictly defined circumstances.

I’ve also found ānāpānasati to be very good for situations in which 
life becomes terribly demanding. Sometimes in our lives, everything 
comes at us at once. Demands are made on us and we become terribly 
upset. So when life becomes difficult and complex, just take time out 
to do ānāpānasati. Try to get a perspective on things, instead of just 
reacting with resentment or confusion to difficult situations. I’ve 
found that I can switch over to ānāpānasati for just ten minutes and it 
will give me a new perspective. As a result I don’t get sucked into the 
appearance of things and get lost in confusion. I can keep perspective 
on the things around me, and I know how to endure and handle the 
conditions that arise.
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So this is a way of training the mind. The breath is an object that’s 
always present. Rather than going out there to listen to music or read 
a book, you are coming right here to your body. You are concentrating 
on something close rather than on something far away. Then, as you 
become more calm, you can have the ānāpānasati go inward to the 
peace and the silence of your mind. You begin to experience emptiness, 
or suññatā. You can actually hear the silence of your mind. And when 
you know that, you can turn to the emptiness – to the unconditioned – 
rather than to the breath or to the conditions of the mind.

Seeing the Way Things Are
In Buddhist meditation, we are recognizing the way things are. It’s the 
study of nature as we experience it. It’s not the study of nature through 
theories in books or ideas from someone else. It’s direct investigation 
– watching and listening. In universities you complicate everything by 
learning about all sorts of things, but in meditation you simplify. You 
are just watching the way things are.

Doing ānāpānasati, you feel the breath arising and passing and 
you can see that one conditions the other. But that’s not all there is. 
There’s the ‘knowing’ of the breath; there is that which is mindful. 
And we apply that ‘knowing’ to everything that goes on – to the 
conditioned and the unconditioned. This is a way of transcendence, 
of being awake rather than trying to escape. It is all based on the 
ordinary postures of sitting, standing, walking and lying down, and, 
most of all, on ordinary breathing.

In Buddhist meditation, you are moving towards what is most 
ordinary – the unconditioned. Conditions are extraordinary; they 
can be exciting, sometimes fantastic, phenomena. But peace of mind, 
the unconditioned, the silence of it, is so ordinary that no one ever 
notices. It’s there all the time but we don’t even know it because we’re 
so fascinated by the miraculous and the extraordinary, by transitory 
things that stimulate and depress. We get caught up in the way things 
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seem to be, and we forget. In meditation, we’re going back to the peace 
that is in the position of knowing. Then, the world is understood for 
what it is, and we are no longer deluded by it. We can live and act in the 
world without being overwhelmed by the conditions we experience.

*       *       *

Question: In my life, I’m busy all the time. When I get home, I don’t feel 
as if I’ve got enough energy to do very much. My mind’s going around 
and around, spinning in circles. I don’t think I could possibly meditate 
because, when I sit still, my mind’s either thinking about things or I 
feel sleepy. How should I try to practise meditation when my mind is 
scrambled at the end of the day?
AS: Well, regard meditation as recognizing the way things are. To 
start a meditation is always to recognize where you are right here and 
now, so that if your mind is scrambled at the end of the day, then just 
recognize scrambling. Acknowledge the feeling and the aversion to it 
– the wanting it to be otherwise. That is the right way of meditating. 
With this attitude, you’ll find that your meditation will have a very 
beneficial effect.

If, after a hectic day, you try to stop all your mental reactions 
when you go home, it will lead to failure, and then you’ll feel you can’t 
meditate. So instead, you have to start using the situation as it is. You 
have to learn to objectify the feeling of being scrambled or the idea 
that you can’t meditate. You have to just recognize that those feelings 
and ideas are objects of your mind, and that you are a witness to them. 
If you feel a mess and confused, then practise fully accepting that. 
Objectify that, rather than resisting or trying to make the confusion 
refined or peaceful.

Much of life is going to be a scramble; it’s the way life is as a human 
being. We’re going to get a lot of things happening all at the same time. 
Much of our life is going to be a lot of things coming at us at once, many 
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of them unpleasant. Well, what do we do about that? Does it mean we 
can’t meditate? Or does it mean we can use these difficult patches as 
tools for meditation rather than see them as obstacles?

If you have too many ideas about what good meditation is and 
how it has to be, then when those conditions aren’t there, you’re 
going to feel that you can’t do it. So change your attitude from 
assuming that you can only meditate under the best conditions, to 
seeing meditation as the way you relate to life as it is – the best, the 
worst or just the ordinary. 



28   I    Cleansing the Mind

When you practise mindfulness of the breath (ānāpānasati), you learn 
to concentrate the mind on the breathing. If you wish, you can do it 
for just ten minutes at a time, as an exercise. When you’re meditating 
for a longer time, you can do ānāpānasati for the first ten or fifteen 
minutes, until the mind becomes concentrated. If it doesn’t become 
concentrated, just keep watching what goes wrong. You have to 
recognize the kind of mood you’re in; you might find that it’s easier 
to concentrate at some times of the day rather than others. Maybe 
you are feeling tired or your body isn’t feeling good. After a meal, 
concentration is very difficult because the energy of the body is taken 
up with the digestion of food.

After about ten minutes of intensive practice, let go, and don’t 
concentrate on the breath anymore. Instead, watch the conditions of 
mind; watch what arises and passes away. Note the arising of thoughts 
and feelings. When you find yourself thinking, or you realize you’re 
caught up in thought, then that moment of recognition is a point of 
mindfulness. But if you follow that recognition with a judgement, if 
you start feeling guilty or averse to having been caught up in thinking, 
then you are thinking again. Or if you try to figure out why you became 
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lost in thought, you just get caught up in analyzing. So you have to keep 
letting go of thinking, and just observe.

At first, we don’t have much continuity of mindfulness because 
our habit is to be obsessed with thought, to be caught up in it. 
Therefore we have to practise mindfulness more or less from one 
moment to the next. When we find ourselves lost in thought, we 
just keep coming back to the mindfulness, to seeing the thoughts 
and feelings arise and pass away. Insight (vipassanā) means to see 
clearly, to understand that everything that arises passes away. 
This is the teaching the Buddha devised whereby a human being 
can clearly comprehend the conditions of the mind, seeing them 
just as conditions changing, rather than as personal qualities or as 
a self. Unenlightened human beings do not see mental conditions 
in this way. They regard all their thoughts, memories, feelings, 
perceptions, concepts and the consciousness of the body, as a self. 
Yet these are simply what we call conditions, and they begin and 
end. So in insight meditation, all we are doing is recognizing that 
conditions arise and pass away.

The Cleansing Process
Most people, heedless and unawakened, push things aside all the time. 
We repress, only consciously accepting certain things. This is a habit 
learned from our society; we only allow into consciousness what is 
socially acceptable. Having been told we should only have rational, 
sensible thoughts, we push aside hatred and other emotions that 
are nasty, insane, stupid or dirty. But these things are still there. If 
we repress, we never get rid of anything; it’s just that we don’t look 
at it anymore. But it eventually comes out – sometimes in the most 
embarrassing moments.

In meditation, we allow things that we have repressed to come 
into consciousness, no matter how irrational they are. Once we allow 
something into consciousness and we let it go, it ceases. It is a cleansing 
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process – like an enema. What comes out isn’t very nice, but once it’s 
out, everything feels better.

If we don’t have any wisdom in life, we try to manipulate and 
control everyone and ourselves, filtering out what we accept and 
rejecting the rest. Then, when life doesn’t allow us to control things, we 
fall apart and everything comes pouring out – what’s called a nervous 
breakdown. However, if you are meditating you can have skilful 
nervous breakdowns. You recognize that all your unwanted thoughts 
and feelings are just conditions of mind and they are not-self. You can 
release them rather than trying to control them. So you are opening 
and freeing the mind. 

We have to allow repressed thoughts and feelings to come up 
consciously in order to cleanse the mind. However, we usually think 
that our consciousness is ourself, so if what is in consciousness is 
confused and miserable, we think, ‘I’m a confused and miserable 
person.’ But what we learn from meditation is that consciousness is 
not-self; it is not a person. Consciousness is a condition in nature. When 
you observe the changing nature of consciousness, you know that it is 
not-self, and this knowledge is a release mechanism for all repression. 
It allows the unwanted thoughts and feelings to cease.

What comes up in consciousness can be anything. It can be 
beautiful or ugly, good or bad, sensible or crazy. But in meditation, 
the quality doesn’t make any difference. You are just recognizing that 
consciousness changes, and you see that it is not-self – it is anattā. When 
you fully understand and appreciate this, you can use consciousness 
for release, rather than trying to select or choose what you will allow 
into consciousness.

With insight meditation we are not picking and choosing. We are 
allowing everything – even trivialities – to arise in consciousness, 
and we are letting them go. We are recognizing conditions purely as 
conditions. So it is a compassionate thing we are doing. We are not 
grasping at each thing as if it were a real being or a person or as ‘ours.’ 
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Instead, we are recognizing each one as a condition. Even if we have 
crazy thoughts and visions, we can allow them to appear consciously 
rather than repress them or indulge in them. Repressing and indulging 
are the two extremes; the Middle Way taught by the Buddha is the 
recognition of conditions.

What I mean by bringing up into consciousness is that you bring 
out thoughts that you don’t like or are frightened of. To do this, you 
deliberately have to think these thoughts. So you consciously think 
about those secrets you hope no one will ever know, those things you 
are most frightened of thinking. It is those repressed emotions that 
motivate your life, so you deliberately bring them up in order to see 
them. But you must listen to the thoughts and let them go rather than 
believe they are anything other than conditions of mind.

Witnessing Conditions
The sensory world is a world of conditions. Its nature is unsatisfactory 
because it begins – and what begins ends. If something is born, it will 
die. So if you are looking for your true self or your eternal soul in the 
conditions of the world, that will only take you to despair. This isn’t a 
doctrine to be believed; it is something to be experienced directly. The 
practice of meditation is intended to help us find out whether it is true 
or not, through observing our own sense consciousness.

You can observe whatever you are conscious of, through the eye, 
ear, nose, tongue, body and mind. All the things you are conscious 
of are conditions – high-minded thoughts, low-minded desires, any 
subjective feelings you have. In meditation, we are acting as a witness 
to those conditions; we are being that which knows the conditions. 
And we recognize the limitations of conditions. We recognize that 
they are changing, that they are unsatisfactory and that they are not-
self. You can ask yourself, ‘Who is it that can know?’ As you meditate, 
you’ll notice that when anger is there, you can know it. Now, if 
anger were your true nature you wouldn’t be able to observe it – you 
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would be the anger. But anger comes and goes, is merely a changing 
condition; it is not you.

Now, you might understand this in theory and have had a little bit of 
insight, but if you really want to free yourself from the birth-and-death 
cycle, then you have to endure seemingly unendurable conditions of 
the mind. Using wisdom, you work with the conditions, investigating 
them so that through conscious recognition and understanding, you 
can allow them to cease.

The Courage to Investigate
We have to have courage in this practice to allow fears and hatred to 
come up into consciousness. Things we don’t like – dullness, stupidity, 
restlessness, doubts – these are all things that we tend to push aside. 
We don’t want to be bothered by the trivial or the foolish or the stupid; 
we want to point our attention toward what is important and good. We 
don’t want to think of ourselves as having foolish thoughts.

Hatred is something we tend to repress; we don’t want to be 
conscious of it. This is especially true because we have been told that 
we should only love people. We should only love our parents and never 
hate our children. But one can never love something on a permanent 
basis; love is a changing condition, and so is hatred.

In meditation, bringing hatred into consciousness is all right, 
because your intention is a good one. Your intention is to purify the 
mind, not to use hatred as a weapon against anyone. So trust in that 
intention. Don’t be frightened of consciously hating when you are 
trying to free the mind from hatred, because you are not trying to send 
it out to anyone. In meditation, your intention is purification, and you 
have to have confidence in your intention. Whether you really feel that 
you will ever be enlightened or not, that is something else. But have 
confidence in your intention of inclining toward nibbāna.

When you are conscious of fear, it no longer frightens you. Only by 
heedlessly resisting it does fear gain strength in your life. When you 
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recognize the fact that fear is only a condition, it becomes like a dragon. 
It looks capable of harming you, but when you actually confront it, the 
dragon suddenly shrivels up and is no longer threatening. It depends 
solely on deluding you, on making you think it’s ferocious. If you say, 
‘Aah!’ and run away whenever a frightening image appears, it can have 
power over you throughout your life. But if you bring whatever you are 
afraid of into consciousness, then it can have no power. It has power 
only when you give it power by reacting to it.

Hence we say the mind is like a mirror: it reflects everything. But 
the reflections are not the mirror. The ugliest thing can come up in 
front of a mirror without harming it. Maybe the reflection isn’t nice to 
see, but it’s only a reflection. Soon it goes, and everything is all right. 
This is why we have to be able to endure the sight of nasty reflections. 
We have to understand that they are only reflections, and not personal 
problems, not personality traits. They are just conditions, like the 
world itself.

Reflecting	External	Images
It is through the senses that you experience the things that are going 
on around you, and this is reflected in your mind. If you go to a big 
city, there are all kinds of advertisements to allure you and stimulate 
your senses. Our societies are based on the greed principle, so we can’t 
help having a lot of greed and lust because these are the images that 
are constantly being put in front of the mirror. Human creations are, 
for the most part, monuments to the ego; most of them aren’t calming 
or pleasing to the senses. They can be stimulating, exciting, boring or 
depressing, but very little that we create is beautiful, bringing calm 
or harmony.

But in the countryside, the mountains, grass, meadows, flowers, sky, 
streams and waterfalls don’t arouse lust; they tend to calm the mind 
and soothe the senses. Staying in the country after living for months 
in a big city is a tremendous relief, because all the senses are able to 
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rest on what is natural rather than on egotistical human creations. So 
in your own life recognize what your senses are in contact with. Don’t 
blame yourself for everything, and don’t make complex personality 
problems over the way the world is.

The conditions in the mind can be anything, but whether they 
are subjective or objective doesn’t make any difference – they are all 
impermanent, unsatisfactory and not-self. When you are frightened, 
that’s real for you. If you meet a superman from outer space or the spirit 
of your dead mother, those perceptions, too, are as real as something 
we can all experience, like flowers or a Buddha-image. But whatever it 
is, no matter how fantastic or coarse or mundane the condition might 
be, it is still only a condition in the mind.

Saying Goodbye to Unpleasant Conditions
Sometimes, as you watch the mind and allow it to open, all kinds 
of conditions come pouring out. During my first year in North East 
Thailand, I went through some pretty heavy cleansing enemas as I 
began to allow things to come up in my consciousness. I would sit 
there and these awful things would just be going on and on. I’d 
remember everything I ever did, way back into early childhood. 
Eventually, I had a kind of vision, almost like a schizophrenic 
experience. As I was sitting there, I saw my mother and everyone 
I knew just walking out of my brain. I thought, ‘This is madness, 
I’m going crazy.’ But somehow I wasn’t worried about it, it didn’t 
frighten me; in fact, I began to enjoy it. My father, my brother, my 
sister – everybody I knew – was walking out of my brain! ‘Goodbye!’ 
The next morning I felt a tremendous release. It was like the feeling 
of relief when a terrible boil breaks and the pain from it is gone. 
I looked around me, and everything looked so beautiful! The little 
hut where I was living was actually just a crude shack but it looked 
like a palace. Even the toilet seemed beautiful, with the sun shining 
through the latticework into a plastic dish that looked completely 
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ethereal. I walked outside, and the little forest had a tremendous 
radiance. I had not seen beauty like that since I was a child.

I realized that I had learned to live in a very self-conscious way. 
The conditioning process, this agonizing self-consciousness of fear 
and desire, had become like a screen over my life. It reminded me of 
the dirty windows you see when people don’t wash their cars, and the 
windows become silted up with dirt and grime so that you can’t see the 
beautiful scenery. When I let it all go in meditation and said goodbye to 
it, it was like washing the windows. It was lovely to see through clean 
windows again. So meditation is allowing things to arise, recognizing 
them and letting them go. It’s a cleansing process. 

Dealing with Ghosts 
Now fortunately, most people don’t have horrendous visions or 
schizophrenic subjective visions. Usually ‘spirits from the dead’ are 
just whining, complaining things in the mind: ‘You did this to me.’ 
‘You should have done that for me.’ Those whining little things in 
human consciousness seem to carry on for a while, and then they die.

In Thailand, when this kind of thing happens they say they have a 
ghost, so the family offers a meal to the monks. The monks sometimes 
go into the home and chant, ‘May all beings be free from suffering and 
sorrow.’ And almost every time, the ghost goes away. I don’t know why 
– you can speculate about it – but it’s always good to be generous and 
kind. So, if you find that you’re being obsessed by some kind of spirit, 
do something good – give a meal to a Buddhist monk or nun, or offer 
help to some poor person – and say, ‘May this act of generosity benefit 
this unfortunate spirit.’

People in Thailand are conditioned from the time they are born 
to believe in ghosts. They have fantastic ghost stories, and they talk 
about ghosts all the time. Even those from sophisticated backgrounds 
are conditioned to believe in such things; it’s part of the culture. But 
my childhood conditioning was to not believe in those things. When I 
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was a child, my mother and father said ghosts didn’t exist. Therefore, I 
was able to go to the places in Thailand where there were supposed to 
be terrible ghosts, and I never saw any of them. When we established 
the Bung Wai Monastery, they gave me a place to stay in the forest 
where the worst ghosts lived. I didn’t even know this until the third 
day, when somebody told me that a horrendous ghost lived there. As 
far as I was concerned, it was a beautiful place. Yet, people who believe 
in the ghost go there and actually see this ghost.

Now what is it? What does the mind do? I’m not asking you to 
believe or disbelieve these things, but to recognize the way the 
mind works. Conditions are created in your mind as a result of the 
way you’ve been trained to perceive things. If you live in a family 
that teaches you to believe in ghosts from childhood when you’re 
very susceptible and open to what other people tell you, you don’t 
question it. Even when you go to the university and have much more 
sophisticated perceptions, on the emotional level you still have the 
same fear of ghosts because of that conditioned perception from 
childhood. We all have fears and perceptions conditioned into us 
from childhood. And we have to bring them up into consciousness if 
we want to be free of them.

Knowing Conditions and the Unconditioned
We must recognize our fears and perceptions as conditionings, not 
ultimate truths. In spiritual development, we’re getting to the point 
of balance where we recognize the conditions of the mind simply as 
conditions; that is, they begin and end. Whether they are mental or 
physical, whether they are subject or object, they all have the same 
characteristics of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness, and non-self

The unconditioned is something you can’t conceive because 
conceptions are all conditions. It’s something that has to be known 
directly. Nibbāna is the Unconditioned, so when we say we are inclining 
towards nibbāna, we mean towards the Unconditioned.
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Now what is the Unconditioned? You can’t see it, smell it, taste 
it, touch it, hear it or think it, yet it’s where all conditions merge. It’s 
not a sense. It is peace. It doesn’t arise or pass away, begin or end. 
It’s from there that all conditions arise. When you’re bringing things 
up into consciousness and allowing them to cease, they cease in the 
Unconditioned.

The goal, then, is to recognize and know conditions as conditions, 
and the Unconditioned as the Unconditioned. The goal is to be that 
knowing. In other words, the goal is to be mindful. It’s not just a belief, 
it’s something you have to do for yourself – no one can do it for you. 
And Buddhism is a vehicle, a convention to help you break through the 
delusions and find release from the mortal condition as you realize the 
Unconditioned – the Deathless state. 

*       *       *

Question: How much will and effort should one put into this practice? 
I heard you talk about the bright and clear mind, so I thought I’d try 
to get my mind bright and clear and stop thinking. Trying to do 
that, I got really tense and uptight, but I remembered what you said 
about letting go, so I relaxed. But then I got all sleepy, and my mind 
was dribbling away. What’s the nature of effort and willpower in 
Dhamma practice?
AS: The emphasis is on right effort, not on willpower. In the Western 
world, we are often very wilful. We use willpower, which can be 
anything but right effort.

Sometimes, we use our minds to force and compel ourselves to do 
things. But then, at other times, we don’t use any force and we collapse 
into a heap. Those are the two extremes. On the one hand, you can use 
too much effort for something that you can’t sustain. But on the other 
hand, since you think of letting go as not doing anything, you use too 
little effort and you collapse and fall asleep.
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Right effort comes from mindfulness, in which there’s always the 
ability to sustain. If you apply the right amount of effort for the situation, 
then it’s sustainable. Sometimes, you have to use an enormous amount 
of effort in one moment, but that’s only for very extreme situations. At 
other times in modern society, you can use very little effort and just 
drift along in the flow because society takes care of you – you can just 
get by. Right effort is applying the amount of effort that is right for the 
time and place. Mindfulness tells us when it’s time to just collapse and 
go to sleep, when it’s time to use an enormous amount of effort to do 
something that takes tremendous energy, and when it’s time to be with 
the ordinariness of life – just being with the way it is and not following 
one extreme or the other.





29   I    Noticing Space

In meditation, we can be alert and attentive; it’s like listening, being 
with the moment as it is, just listening. What we are doing is bringing 
into awareness the way it is, noticing space and form, the unconditioned 
and the conditioned. 

For example, as mentioned earlier, we can notice the space in a room. 
Most people probably wouldn’t notice the space; they would notice the 
things in it – the people, the walls, the floor, the furniture. But in order 
to notice the space, what do we do? We withdraw our attention from the 
things and bring our attention to the space. This does not mean getting 
rid of the things, or denying the things their right to be there. It merely 
means not concentrating on them, not going from one thing to another.

The space in a room is peaceful. The objects in the room can excite, 
repel or attract, but the space has no such quality. However, even 
though the space does not attract our attention, we can be fully aware 
of it, and we become aware of it when we are no longer absorbing into 
the objects in the room. When we reflect on the space in the room, we 
feel a sense of calm because all space is the same; the space around you 
and the space around me is no different. It is not mine. I can’t say, ‘This 
space belongs to me’ or ‘That space belongs to you.’
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Space is always present. It makes it possible for us to be together, 
contained within a room, in a space that is limited by walls. Space 
is also outside the room; it contains the whole building, the whole 
world. So space is not bound by objects in any way; it is not bound 
by anything. If we wish, we can view space as limited in a room, but 
really, space is unlimited. 

Spacious Mind
Noticing the space around people and things provides a different 
way of looking at them, and developing this spacious view is a way 
of opening oneself. When one has a spacious mind, there is room for 
everything. When one has a narrow mind, there is room for only a few 
things. Everything has to be manipulated and controlled, the rest is just 
to be pushed out. 

Life with a narrow view is suppressed and constricted; it is a struggle. 
There is always tension involved in it, because it takes an enormous 
amount of energy to keep everything in order all the time. If you have 
a narrow view of life, the disorder of life has to be ordered for you, 
so you are always busy manipulating the mind and rejecting things or 
holding on to them. This is the dukkha of ignorance, which comes from 
not understanding the way it is.

The spacious mind has room for everything. It is like the space in a 
room, which is never harmed by what goes in and out of it. In fact, we say 
‘the space in this room’, but actually, the room is in the space, the whole 
building is in the space. When the building has gone, the space will still be 
there. The space surrounds the building, and right now we are containing 
space in a room. With this view we can develop a new perspective. We can 
see that there are walls creating the shape of the room, and there is the 
space. Looking at it one way, the walls limit the space in the room. But 
looking at it another way, we see that space is limitless.

Space is something that you tend not to notice because it doesn’t 
grab your attention. It is not like a beautiful flower or a terrible disaster; 
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nor is it something really beautiful or really horrible that pulls your 
attention right to it. You can be mesmerized in an instant by something 
exciting or terrible; but you can’t be mesmerized by space, can you? To 
notice space you have to calm down; you have to contemplate it. This is 
because spaciousness has no extreme qualities; it is just spacious.

Flowers can be extremely beautiful, with bright reds and oranges 
and purples, with beautiful shapes that are dazzling to our minds. 
Something else, like garbage, can be ugly and disgusting. In contrast, 
space is not beautiful and it is not disgusting. It’s not very noticeable, 
and yet, without space, there would be nothing else. We wouldn’t be 
able to see anything else.

If you filled a room with things so that it became solid, or filled it 
up with cement, there would be no space left in the room. Then, of 
course, you couldn’t have beautiful flowers or anything else; it would 
just be a big block. It would be useless, wouldn’t it? So we need both; 
we need to appreciate form and space. They are the perfect couple, the 
true marriage, the perfect harmony. By contemplating space and form 
we develop wisdom.

The Sound of Silence
We can apply this perspective to the mind, using the ‘I’ consciousness 
to see space as an object. In the mind, we can see that there are 
the thoughts and emotions – the mental conditions – that arise 
and cease. Usually, we are dazzled, repelled or bound by these 
thoughts and emotions. We go from one thing to another, reacting, 
controlling, manipulating or trying to get rid of them. So we never 
have any perspective in our lives. We become obsessed with either 
repression or indulging in these mental conditions; we are caught 
in these two extremes.

With meditation, we have the opportunity to contemplate the mind. 
The silence of the mind is like the space in a room. It is always there, 
but it is subtle – it doesn’t stand out. It has no extreme quality that 
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would stimulate and grasp our attention, so we have to be attentive in 
order to notice it. One way to focus attention on the silence of the mind 
is to notice the sound of silence.

One can use the sound of silence (the primordial sound, the sound of 
the mind, or whatever you want to call it) very skilfully, by bringing it 
up and paying attention to it. It has a high pitch that is quite difficult to 
describe. Even if you plug your ears, put your fingers against your ears, 
or are underwater, you can hear it. It is a background sound that is not 
dependent upon the ears. We know it is independent because we hear 
this high-pitched, vibrating sound even when the ears are blocked.

By concentrating your attention on the sound of silence for a while, 
you really begin to know it. You develop a mode of knowing in which 
you can reflect. It’s not a concentrated state that you absorb into; it’s 
not a suppressive kind of concentration. The mind is concentrated in a 
state of balance and openness, rather than absorbed into an object. You 
can use that balanced and open concentration as a way of seeing things 
in perspective, a way of letting things go.

Now, I really want you to investigate this mode of knowing so that 
you begin to see how to let go of things, rather than just have the 
idea that you should let go of things. You might come away from the 
Buddhist teachings with this idea, but may find that you can’t do it 
very easily. You might think, ‘Oh no, I can’t let go of things!’ This type 
of judgement is another ego problem that you can create: ‘Only others 
can let go, but I can’t let go. I should let go, because Venerable Sumedho 
said everybody should let go.’ That judgement is another manifestation 
of ‘I am’, isn’t it? And it is just a thought, a mental condition that exists 
temporarily within the spaciousness of the mind.

Space Around Thoughts
Take that simple sentence, ‘I am’, and begin to notice, contemplate 
and reflect on the space around those two words. Rather than looking 
for something else, sustain attention on the space around the words. 
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Look at thinking itself, really examine and investigate it. Now, you 
can’t watch yourself habitually thinking, because as soon as you notice 
that you’re thinking, the thinking stops. You might be going along 
worrying, ‘I wonder if this will happen. What if that happens? Oh, I’m 
thinking’, and it stops.

To examine the thinking process, deliberately think something: take 
just one ordinary thought such as ‘I am a human being’, and just look at 
it. If you look at the beginning of it, you can see that just before you say, 
‘I’, there is a kind of empty space. Then, if you think in your mind, ‘I—
am—a—human—being’, you will see space between the words. We are 
not looking at thought to see whether we have intelligent thoughts or 
stupid ones. Instead, we are deliberately thinking in order to notice the 
space around each thought. This way, we begin to have a perspective 
on the impermanent nature of thinking.

This is just one way of investigating so that we can notice the 
emptiness when there is no thought in the mind. Try to focus on that 
space; see if you can concentrate on that space before and after a thought. 
For how long can you do it? Think, ‘I am a human being’, and just before 
you start thinking it, stay in that space just before you say it. Now that’s 
mindfulness, isn’t it? Your mind is empty but there is also an intention to 
think a particular thought. Then think it, and at the end of the thought, 
try to stay in the space at the end. Does your mind stay empty?

Most of our suffering comes from habitual thinking. If we try to stop 
it out of aversion to thinking, we can’t; we just go on and on and on. So 
the important thing is not to get rid of thought, but to understand it. 
And we do this by concentrating on the space in the mind, rather than 
on the thoughts.

Our minds tend to get caught up with thoughts of attraction 
or aversion to objects, but the space around those thoughts is not 
attractive or repulsive. The space around an attractive thought and 
a repulsive thought is not different, is it? Concentrating on the space 
between thoughts, we become less caught up in our preferences 
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concerning the thoughts. So if you find that an obsessive thought of 
guilt, self-pity or passion keeps coming up, then work with it in this 
way – deliberately think it, really bring it up as a conscious state, and 
notice the space around it.

It’s like looking at the space in a room: you don’t go looking for 
the space, do you? You are simply open to it, because it is here all the 
time. It is not anything you are going to find in the cupboard, or in the 
next room or under the floor – it is here right now. So you open to its 
presence; you begin to notice that it is here.

If you are still concentrated on the curtains or the windows or the 
people, you don’t notice the space. But you don’t have to get rid of all 
those things to notice the space. Instead, you just open to the space; 
you notice it. Rather than focusing your attention on one thing, you 
are opening the mind completely. You are not choosing a conditioned 
object, but rather you are aware of the space in which the conditioned 
objects exist.

The Position of Buddha-Knowing
With the mind, you can apply inwardly the same open attention. When 
your eyes are closed, you can listen to the inner voices that ‘speak’ in 
the mind. They say, ‘I am this ... I should not be like that.’ You can use 
those voices for taking you to the space between thoughts. Rather than 
making a big problem about the obsessions and fears that go on in your 
mind, you can open your attention and see those obsessions and fears 
as mental conditions that come and go in space. This way, even an evil 
thought can take you to emptiness.

This way of knowing is very skilful because it ends the mental battle 
in which you were trying to get rid of evil thoughts. You can give the 
devil his due. You now know that the devil is an impermanent thing. 
It arises and ceases in the mind, so you don’t have to make anything 
out of it. Devils or angels – they are all the same. Before, you’d have 
an evil thought and start creating a problem: ‘The devil’s after me. I’ve 
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got to get rid of the devil!’ Now, whether it’s getting rid of the devil 
or grabbing hold of the angels, it is all dukkha. If you take up this cool 
position of Buddha-knowing – knowing the way things are – then 
everything becomes Dhamma. Everything becomes the truth of the 
way it is. You see that all mental conditions arise and cease, the good 
along with the bad, the skilful along with the unskilful.

This is what we mean by reflection – beginning to notice the way it 
is. Rather than assuming that it should be any way at all, you are simply 
noticing. My purpose is not to tell you how it is, but to encourage you to 
notice for yourself. Don’t go around saying, ‘Venerable Sumedho said 
this is the way it is.’ I am not trying to convince you of a point of view; 
I’m trying to present a way for you to consider, a way of reflecting on 
your own experience, a way of knowing your own mind.

*       *       *

Question: Some people talk about jhānas, states of absorption, in 
Buddhist meditation. What are they, and how do they fit in with 
mindfulness, insight and reflection?
AS: The jhānas help you develop the mind. Each jhāna is a refinement 
of consciousness and, as a group, they teach you to concentrate your 
attention on increasingly refined objects. Through mindfulness and 
reflection, not wilfulness, you become very aware of the quality and 
the result of what you’re doing. When you practise one jhāna after the 
other, you develop the ability to sustain attention on objects that are 
more and more refined. You develop great skill in this practice and you 
experience the bliss that comes from absorbing into increasingly more 
refined states of consciousness.

The Buddha recommended jhāna practice as a skilful means, but not 
as an end in itself. If you let it become an end in itself, you become 
attached to refinement and you suffer, because so much of our human 
existence is not refined, but quite coarse.
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In contrast to jhāna practice, the vipassanā meditations (insight 
meditations) focus on the way things are, the impermanence of 
conditions and the suffering that comes from attachments. Vipassanā 
meditations teach us that the way out of suffering is not through 
increasing refinements in consciousness, but through non-grasping 
of anything at all – not even the desire for absorption in any level of 
consciousness.
Question: So, insight is reflecting on the grasping mind?
AS: Yes, insight always notices the result of grasping and develops right 
understanding. For example, contemplation on the Four Noble Truths 
allows us to have right understanding, so that self-view and self-conceit 
are penetrated with wisdom. When there is right understanding, 
we are not practising jhānas from selfish intention; they represent a 
skilful way to cultivate the mind, rather than an attempt at personal 
attainment. People get it wrong when they approach meditation with 
the idea of attainment and achievement. That always comes from the 
basic problem of ignorance and self-view, combined with desire and 
clinging. And it always creates suffering.

 



30   I    Now is the Knowing

The Buddhist word for truth is ‘Dhamma’, and it includes everything 
and nothing. When we’re thinking in dualistic terms, we think a thing 
is either something or nothing, but in reflecting on Dhamma, the mind 
is receptive to that totality, that wholeness, in which the relationship 
between something and nothing takes place. If we don’t know this 
totality, then our life tends to be entirely conditioned by our experience, 
and we see such conditioned experiences as reality. So we just go from 
one conditioned experience to another, and these experiences don’t 
relate much to anything beyond themselves. 

When we no longer see how things truly relate to one another, 
life becomes complicated because our mind is fragmented. We’re just 
reacting to this and to that – to this condition and to that feeling – and 
we wonder why we suffer in spite of the fact that we have everything. 
We think that if we have everything we want we should feel happy 
and secure, but we are not happy because we feel a yearning for 
union, a longing to go back home to the One. The human heart longs 
to be free from the appearances of separation and isolation that we 
feel so strongly.
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Longing	for	Fulfillment
The Buddhist teaching asks us to reflect on the human experience, 
starting with the feeling of separation and alienation that is common to 
all of us. If we don’t contemplate our own existence or try to understand 
it, then our life seems to be filled with meaningless activity, and our 
sense of that tends to increase the feeling of separation and alienation.

We want to find someone who will fulfil us, someone on whom 
we can depend, someone who will never fail us. There used to be a 
romantic image of the person who was made for us; when we met them 
we would live happily ever after in a state of bliss. But even though 
we might find the ‘right’ person, it is always a disappointment if we 
are expecting them to fulfil us. Ultimately, they can’t fulfil us because 
they are separate from ourselves. For example, if we attach to them 
and they die, we feel bereft because we are left without that on which 
we’ve depended. Anything separate from us, any other being that 
comes to us, will inevitably go away from us. So making a demand for 
fulfillment on another creature will increase our sense of alienation, 
disappointment, sorrow, grief, and despair. 

The spiritual life, then, is one in which we no longer seek union on 
this sensory plane. We’re no longer making demands on other beings; 
we’re no longer expecting anything from anyone else. We’re no longer 
even seeking God as a separate being who will come and help us, saving 
the day when we’re in trouble. We relinquish any kind of interference 
or intercession from above, and we don’t expect or demand that. 
Instead, we begin to examine the very centre of being, in a way that 
lets us realize it within the apparent separateness of our existence.

Questioning Conventional Reality
Separation is only an appearance, but our culture believes in it as a 
reality. The ‘real world’ to many people is the apparent reality of daily 
life: going to work, being with family, having friends – all the good 
things and bad things that take place within our society. We can regard 
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these things as real because we have to cope with them. We have to 
take care of our bodies, we have to make a living, we have to learn how 
to get along with others, we have to learn how to raise children, and we 
have to do everything else on this worldly, conventional plane.

I am not trying to tell you that these conventional activities are 
a total illusion and that they do not really exist. The conventional 
world is what it is, but it’s not ultimately real. It is a world of 
changing and of shadows, a world of birth and of death; it’s 
composed of arising and ceasing, coming and going. This is what 
we can label conventional reality because it does seem very real to 
us. But in contemplation, we do not simply believe in conventional 
reality because it accords with our own conditioning; instead we 
take a different position, one of inquiry.

We need to question conventional reality, not just look down on it 
or ignore it, but really investigate it. This is what we do in meditation. 
We begin to investigate that which is so ordinary to the average human 
being that no one even bothers to notice it. Now, we might feel inclined 
to question something that is exotic or extreme, but to pay attention to 
the ordinary seems unnecessary. So I am asking you to make a special 
effort to contemplate the ordinariness of life.

For example, reflect on what it’s like to be in this human form, 
which is sensitive and feels everything, both pleasant and painful. Or 
ask yourself what personality is; is it really you? Don’t judge whether 
you have a good personality or a bad one, but really question: what is 
personality? Investigate the realm of emotions. What is that anyway? 
What is the ability to feel things in your heart – love and hate, elation, 
depression, feeling frightened, feeling jealous or being obsessed with 
desire and passion? I’m not saying you shouldn’t feel hatred, or should 
feel only love. I’m asking you to investigate the nature of these feelings 
and your ability as a human being to feel them.

Contemplate the feeling of being praised. Notice what it does to 
your heart when somebody says that you’re a beautiful or wonderful 
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person. You can observe that feeling of happiness, rather than just 
being carried along in it. If somebody really hates you and criticizes 
you, you can be carried away with anger or resentment or grief; but, as 
an alternative, you can contemplate it. You can transcend the feeling 
realm by accepting and observing it, rather than being swept away in 
it or judging it.

Reflecting	Without	Judging
We might have ideals of what a man or a woman should be. Our ideal 
could dictate that a man should be brave and never frightened. It might 
say that a woman should always be loving and kind; she should never 
feel jealousy or aversion to her children. When such ideals arise in our 
own or in other people’s minds, we tend to make judgements: ‘Oh, I 
shouldn’t feel like that’ or ‘She’s a terrible person, full of jealousy and 
anger’ or ‘He’s a coward, always protecting himself.’

In our culture we are conditioned to make judgements about 
ourselves and each other. But the way of the Buddha is not to judge, 
not to suppress, not to take sides, but to notice. This is the way of the 
awakened mind: reflecting and noting what it is to be in this state of 
continuous feeling; having emotions and intelligence, being able to 
think and remember. Then, because we reflect in this way, we can 
forgive, let go and free ourselves from the burden of these conditions 
and all the pain that goes with being deluded by attachments.

A human being has the ability to be alert and awake in the present 
moment, knowing here and now. This awakened view does not look for 
any particular thing because that would mean we were no longer in the 
knowing; we would be trying to find something to know. The awakened 
mind is receptive, but it’s not passive and devoid of intelligence. The 
awakened mind is both intelligent and receptive.

Intelligence is very much a part of our human experience. We tend 
to misuse it because of our habit of grasping ideas and holding on to 
opinions. We often have quite intelligent illusions about ourselves and 
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the world we live in. But when we let go and awaken to the moment, 
then there is a pure knowing, undistorted by desires and fears. The 
intelligence is allowed to operate fully, clearly and brightly. This is 
what we’re talking about when we say we take refuge in Buddha, the 
Awakened One. In knowing we begin to understand how to act and how 
not to act. We begin to understand what suffering really is. We learn 
how to not suffer, how to let suffering cease and, ultimately, that there 
is no suffering at all.

Accepting the Present
Suffering is the illusion that we project onto life because of our ignorance 
and through the habits of our unawakened heart or mind. If, instead of 
focusing on this illusion, we look into the present moment, whatever 
it is, then we can see that, ‘This is the way it is.’ By recollecting we 
bring the moment to consciousness. It reminds us that this is the way 
it is right now. We’re not trying to say it should be any particular way, 
or that it shouldn’t be any particular way. Even if it seems absolutely 
terrible right now, we are not judging it as terrible; we are merely 
acknowledging that this is the way it is.

Using the ability to reflect in this manner is very helpful in difficult 
personal situations, and also when we are considering the problems 
of the world. This is the way it is, isn’t it? I’m not saying that we don’t 
care about the way it is, but we are accepting the way it is, so that we 
can really understand it. We can’t understand anything that we can’t 
accept. If we want to understand something rotten, we have to accept 
its rottenness. It doesn’t mean we like it. We can’t like rottenness 
because it’s repulsive; but we can accept it. And once we have accepted 
the rottenness of it, then we can begin to understand it.

Try this type of reflection with your own mental states. If you judge 
a rotten mental state saying, ‘Oh, I’m a rotten person, I shouldn’t think 
like that, I shouldn’t feel like that, there is something wrong with me’, 
then you have not accepted it. You’ve judged it, and either you blame 
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somebody else, or you blame yourself. That is not acceptance; that is 
merely reaction and judgment.

The more you react out of ignorance – rejecting and suppressing – 
the more you find those very things following you about. Rejection and 
suppression haunt you, and you are caught in a vortex of misery that 
you are creating in your mind. Now, acceptance doesn’t mean approval 
or liking, but it does imply a willingness to bear what is unpleasant and 
an ability to endure its nastiness and its pain. Through endurance you 
find that the condition can cease; you can let it go. You can let go of 
things when you accept them, but until you do accept them, your life is 
merely a series of reactions – running away if the condition is bad, or 
grasping at it if it is good.

Letting Go of the Past
In our society, we are very much conditioned to believe that our 
memories are really ours. We don’t generally remember the ordinary 
events of our lives, but we do remember the very good ones; we 
remember when we won a prize or had a wonderful romance. We also 
remember the bad things we have done or that have been done to us.

Grasping occurs either when we hold on and regurgitate all our 
memories, or when we try to get rid of them; these are the two forms 
of grasping. It sounds paradoxical, but we are actually clinging to 
something when we try to get rid of it. The more we try to get rid of 
something, the more we’re actually clinging to it. That’s why these 
things haunt us, because we are actually clinging to them.

For example, suppose somebody has done something terrible to you 
and you are angry about it but decide not to think about it. Just try to 
put it out of your mind by willing yourself to not think about it. You 
succeed for maybe one second and then it suddenly comes exploding 
back. Your desire is to get rid of it, but that very desire is the clinging 
process taking place. So what you have to do is not try to will yourself 
to push the anger out of your mind; you have to accept the anger.
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You’ll find a sense of peace and calm by accepting the pain that you 
have and letting go of it. The relief comes not by rejecting the pain, but 
by allowing it to be the way it is. Anything that you have to bear will 
eventually cease anyway, and its cessation is always a relief because 
you are allowing things to flow and move according to their own 
nature. You are in a harmonious realm.

The past is only a memory in the present moment, isn’t it? Right 
now, there is only now; wherever you are, it is now. Anything you can 
remember – what you’ve done, or what somebody else has done – are 
memories. They come and go in the mind, in the present moment. 
There is no past.

We believe that the past is real because we can remember it. 
However, I’m suggesting that you look at the past in a different 
way. Rather than look at it as ‘yours’ and as ‘reality’, look at it as it 
is, as something that arises and ceases in the present moment. That’s 
what is really happening. The reality of the moment right now is 
that everything you remember from the past arises and ceases now. 
Memories don’t last very long if you don’t hang onto them. They just 
arise and cease.

Putting the Future in Perspective
What is the future? The future is what we don’t remember. You can’t 
remember the future because it hasn’t happened yet. So it has to happen 
in the present before it becomes the past – a memory to remember. We 
don’t know the future, but it implies infinite possibility, doesn’t it? We 
can ignore the present by worrying about the future: ‘What will I do 
when my loved ones leave me? What will I do if I get cancer? What will 
I do if I lose all my money? What if I don’t get enlightened before I die?’

Actually, we only die in the present; we can’t die in the future 
because it isn’t happening yet. But the future holds the possibility of 
loss or disease, and we know that we are getting old. These are not 
pleasant perceptions to most people, are they? In the future, there is 
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always the prospect of death, sickness and old age. There is the hope 
that everything will be all right – that we won’t have pain, that we’ll 
have good health till we die, that our loved ones will be with us and 
that everything will be nice. However, as long as we hang onto that 
expectation and make demands, we’re also going to be pursued by 
the opposite.

I’ve noticed this from experience; as soon as I say, ‘I hope everything 
is going to be all right’, immediately the opposite worry comes into my 
mind. If I say, ‘I hope we have some sunny days’, immediately there is 
a reaction to that. I think, ‘Maybe it’ll be one of these terrible summers 
where there are no warm days and no sunshine.’ When we attach to a 
hope for the future, we invite its opposite along with it.

The future is anticipation. We can be pessimistic or optimistic, but 
each supports the other. No matter how optimistic you are, you’re still 
going to have to fight off the tendency towards the opposite. This is our 
experience of the future, until we really understand how things are, 
until we awaken with wisdom, clarity and intelligence. With this new 
understanding, there is nothing to worry about.

Awakening to the Way it is Now
There is no suffering. There is nothing to worry about. There is 
nothing to be frightened of. But if you’re just grasping those words in 
themselves, then you are going to get their opposite. The Buddha says 
there is suffering, but he also says that there is the way out of suffering: 
‘I teach two things – suffering and the way out of suffering.’ And his 
teaching is for here and now, not the next lifetime. His teaching isn’t, 
‘If you’re good little boys and girls during this lifetime, you’ll get out 
of the whole thing in the next one.’ He is actually saying, ‘Right now – 
here and now – now is the knowing.’ And there isn’t any suffering when 
there is knowing and clarity.

When we are awake to the way it is now, there is no suffering, but 
there is still sensitivity. There is still coming together and separation 
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on this separative plane of sensory experience. There are still the ups 
and downs, the highs and lows of the sensory realm, and the emotion. 
But these are no longer seen as ‘me’ and ‘mine.’ They are no longer 
grasped or rejected. Things are what they are. There is the knowing. 
There is the way things relate to each other, rather than the reaction to 
the particular condition without an understanding of its relationship 
to the whole.

The more we remind ourselves of the way it is, and the more 
we practise, the more we feel a sense of confidence and an ability 
to abide in faith. Then we are able to respond in appropriate ways 
to the things that we are experiencing in the present. This is not a 
personal intelligence; it’s not the intelligence you think about when 
you think you are intelligent. This intelligence is not conditioned by 
our culture, but it’s receptive and learns from our life as we live it 
from birth to death.

With the ability to awaken and reflect on life, we free ourselves 
from the illusion that the body is our self. We no longer demand or 
expect fulfillment from that which cannot fulfil us. We no longer 
blame ourselves or others. All of that falls away, and there is a true and 
sensitive response, an understanding through being awake to the way 
things are. We understand the Buddha’s teaching: now is the knowing.

*       *       *

Question: How does one make mindfulness a reality in one’s life in the 
busy world?
AS: Well, mindfulness is the ability to be awake and aware wherever 
you are. As laypeople, you don’t generally have the supporting 
encouragement to practise mindfulness because the people around you 
where you work may be not interested in Dhamma at all. However, in 
a monastery you have a conventional form that encourages you. That’s 
the advantage of monastic life.
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But people need to be mindful of the way things are no matter 
what their lives are like, rather than making the assumption that they 
can’t be mindful without a lot of supportive conditions. What you 
can’t expect is tranquillity and simplicity, if you’re working where 
there is pressure on you to be a certain way or to do particular tasks. 
Such pressure is not very helpful in calming your mind or in leading 
towards simplicity or peacefulness with external forms. But you can 
be mindful of it, and through that mindfulness you can find something 
within yourself that is peaceful in spite of the agitation and stressful 
conditions that surround you.

People sometimes idealize monastic life, but it’s not perfect. 
Sometimes, you have a very nice group around you, in which everyone 
gets on well and is mature and sincere in what they’re doing. It’s very, 
very pleasant to be with people whom you can trust and respect, and 
you can get very attached to those conditions. But then somebody 
comes in who is disruptive, and you find yourself getting angry with 
them and you think, ‘I don’t like this. We’ve got to get rid of this person 
so we can hold on to this nice community where everyone gets on. 
We don’t want any disruptive, unpleasant things coming into it.’ But 
that thought itself makes us miserable. So, in the monastery, we train 
ourselves to expand our minds to include disruptions.

You can get very attached to silence, for example, when you’re on a 
meditation retreat. In a silent room, where everybody’s still, any sound 
is magnified. You can feel annoyed by the rustle of a nylon jacket or 
somebody swallowing too loudly. You think, ‘Oh, I wish that person 
would stop making those noises.’ What you’re doing is creating in 
your mind anger and aversion toward the way things are, because you 
want total, uninterrupted silence. But when it is disrupted, you see 
that you’re attached to the silence. Now, including all possibilities for 
disruption within a situation doesn’t mean you go out and try to have 
disrupting things happen, but you open yourself to the possibilities, 
rather than holding onto an idea of what you would like.
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Mindfulness allows us to open the mind to all possibilities – for what 
we like and for what we don’t like. Then we can begin to accept life’s 
flow and movement – the way it changes – without being angry or fed 
up when it isn’t what we want. In fact, we begin to feel quite at ease 
with life when we can accept the whole of it as it is. A lot of people 
become fussy and cowardly and timid because they don’t want to get 
involved in anything that might agitate them or create unpleasant 
feelings in their minds. They think, ‘Oh, I can’t go there because it’ll 
just upset me.’ But when you’re mindful, you don’t mind being upset. 
Being upset is part of living. You don’t go around seeking to be upset, 
but it does happen. And, when it does, you learn from it. It’s part of 
life’s experience. 

 





31   I    Themes for Daily Practice

Since many of the Buddhist scriptures are about the way of the bhikkhu, 
laypeople sometimes feel left out, as if they are at a disadvantage and 
there is no way for them to develop their spiritual life. Some people 
even think that Buddhist practice is only for Buddhist monks and nuns. 
So I am often asked how a layperson can practise the Dhamma. My 
answer is that one can practise anywhere – in the monastery or outside 
it, in robes or in lay life. There is always an opportunity to be with the 
way things are, to practise meditation, to keep the precepts as a moral 
foundation, to be generous, and to develop the spiritual path.

Working with the Way Things Are
It’s easy to say that we should all be generous, kind, loving, and 
compassionate. It’s easy to give advice and issue wise sayings about how 
everything should be. But wisdom develops in our ability to take into 
account the way things actually are for ourselves in our own lives; it 
doesn’t come from beliefs about ideals. Rather, it comes from working with 
those things we have to bear, as well as our opportunities, or lack of them.

It’s not very useful to think that we have to have the very best of 
everything – the best health, the best teacher, the best monastery – 
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before we can start practising the Dhamma. Very seldom in life do we 
ever find ourselves in a position where we really feel we have the best, 
because this is a very uncertain quality. At one moment, we might feel 
we have the best, and in the next, we might feel we have the worst. The 
perception of the best is precisely that: a perception in the mind. And if 
we are attached to this perception of the best, then if we have less than 
that, we feel the conditions aren’t good enough to practise.

Maybe we think we’re too neurotic, we make too many terrible 
mistakes in our lives, we say too many horrible things. Or maybe we look 
around and see flaws in all the teachers we meet, or in the monasteries 
we go to. You can always find something wrong, something that makes 
it not quite fit the perfect image.

I remember people looking for the best teacher in Thailand. 
Wherever they went, they found something wrong. Either the teacher 
would be chewing betel nut and they would say, ‘An arahant certainly 
wouldn’t be chewing betel nut.’ Or he’d be smoking cigarettes, and they 
would say, ‘No, we couldn’t possibly learn from anyone who smokes 
cigarettes.’ It would go on and on like this. We have such high standards 
to judge by that we miss out on the actual opportunities as they present 
themselves.

So this is where our ability to reflect is most important. This is the 
way out of suffering. The way out of suffering is not through aiming to 
have the best of everything, but through being able to use wisely what 
we do have; the kind of character we happen to have, with all its virtues 
and faults, and the situation we’re in, whether we are a monk, a nun, or 
a layperson, rich or poor, employed or unemployed.

The important thing is to reflect. Reflect on yourself, in your life. 
How are you living your life now? Is it terribly complicated? How 
could you simplify it? Are you always prone to looking for more, or 
to creating problems about the way you happen to be living? Really 
be honest and look, and ask yourself these questions. Try to use the 
practice of meditation to help you with your reflection.
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Practising Meditation
Sometimes, people see the practice of meditation as something that’s 
just going to add another responsibility they have to take on in an 
already busy, active life. But instead of looking at it as an added task, 
you can take a different attitude. Attitude is something you can change. 
As long as you think that meditation is something you have to do, it 
becomes another duty added to your burden; it becomes something 
you should be doing, but that you don’t have time for because you 
are so overworked already. Now, if you just change the attitude, you 
can decide that meditation is as important as getting rest at night, or 
having something to eat during the day. In fact, meditation is the most 
important thing in the long run, even though at times it can seem like the 
least important. It’s important because it allows you an opportunity to 
have a rest from all the burdensome duties and responsibilities that you 
have. It allows you to let go of things, to take time out during the day to 
just stop and watch yourself. It helps you to observe the obsessions you 
might be feeling – all the energies and emotions, the restlessness, the 
doubts and the worries – rather than be absorbed in them. Meditation, 
if done correctly, helps you to stop following these mental conditions 
and to begin noticing them. It allows you to let them be as they are, to 
let go of them. When this happens, meditation becomes something you 
look forward to, like a good meal. It’s something you really enjoy doing 
because it gives you a chance to break the compulsive cycles in which 
you can get caught up in your daily life.

Keeping the Precepts
In any kind of spiritual development, we need to establish our practice 
on moral principles so that we feel a sense of self-respect and stability. 
The Five Precepts (pañca sīla) provide the foundation for moral 
behaviour and for lay practice of the Dhamma. They are:
1) refrain from killing;
2) refrain from stealing;
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3) refrain from adulterous or promiscuous sexual activities;
4) refrain from false speech; and
5) refrain from addictive drugs and drink.

We can contemplate these precepts and refine them. The first 
involves non-violence, non-killing. Most of us have not actually killed 
a human being. However, we’ve all had moments when we’ve felt a 
sudden impulse to murder somebody – at least I have. But fortunately, 
it’s never been an obsession with me, so I’ve never had trouble 
refraining from murdering people. But violence is another thing, isn’t 
it? We come from a society that has a lot of violence, especially violence 
toward lesser beings. We somehow feel it’s all right to destroy the lives 
of other creatures.

As we develop the spiritual life, we need to live so that we are not 
creating violence around us, even toward the insect world or the animal 
kingdom. The more careful and considerate we are of other creatures, 
the more we can feel a sense of self-respect, the more we can feel a 
sense of peace and calm. Wanting to exterminate pests – wanting to get 
rid of some creature that’s in the way or that we can’t stand – is not a 
peaceful state of mind. So our habitual inclination is to get rid of these 
creatures just because we don’t want them around.

Most people consider it a human right to destroy insect life. But 
having the attitude of non-violence (ahiṁsā) helps you to realize a sense 
of peace and calm; it lets you relate to other beings in a more sensitive 
and open way. So, refraining from using violence towards other beings 
(pāṇātipātā) is a precept we use as a guide for behaviour in daily life.

The second precept (adinnādāna) is refraining from taking things that 
have not been given to us. Obviously, this applies to coarse conditions 
like robbing banks and cattle rustling, but this precept also suggests a 
more refined way of respecting the property of others. Following the 
second precept, you don’t spend your time looking covetously at what 
other people have. Now, it’s hard not to be covetous in a society that’s 
constantly keeping up with the Joneses; we are encouraged in every 
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way to look with envy at what somebody else has, and that arouses 
the desire to have something better. This is not a peaceful state. This 
is not the way to develop our spiritual life. So we take the attitude of 
respecting the property and the things that belong to other beings.

The third precept (kāmesu micchācārā) is refraining from sexual 
misconduct. People have so many miserable problems, such as guilt and 
fear and worry, because our society no longer understands or respects 
the sexual nature of the human body. We often relate to sexuality 
with ideas of what it should be; we don’t even feel our sexuality on the 
natural, instinctual level. Instead, we create endless problems and self-
identities about it by exalting it, hating it, fearing it, becoming obsessed 
with it or feeling guilty about it. We’ve lost our sense of proportion 
about what it should be in our lives as human beings. The reflection 
on this precept is to understand our sexuality – which doesn’t mean 
that you have to experience it, but rather that you begin to awaken 
to those very impulses, to that energy we all have. We reflect on it so 
as to understand it and come to terms with it in a way that we can 
respect. So we come to see it is not something that has to be divisive, 
exploitative or selfish.

In the monastic life, we take the easy way out – celibacy. In the lay 
life, you take the more complicated way. Sexuality has to be considered 
with honesty and integrity so that we are not exploiting it just for 
pleasure, just as an escape or just as an obsessive habit. If sexuality 
is used in ways that humiliate other people or ourselves, it can cause 
endless fear, disruption and division. Adulterous behaviour is always 
disruptive, isn’t it? Even if, as in some modern marriages, each partner 
agrees that both can carry on in their own way, adultery is not something 
that will develop a spiritual life. It will not help a family to grow in 
respect and trust; it will only bring resentment, suspicion, jealousy and 
separation. Sexuality is a vital, instinctive drive in our bodies. It needs 
to be understood, not judged, and it must be respected, so that it is used 
in a way that benefits humanity, rather than destroys it.
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The fourth precept (musāvādā) is refraining from lying, gossiping 
and all the heedless ways that we can use speech. It’s actually quite 
difficult to practise this precept because our society involves us in so 
many negative speech habits. One way of carrying on a conversation is 
by gossiping, isn’t it? It’s socially acceptable to talk about what other 
people are doing, to chit-chat, exaggerate, chatter endlessly just so 
we can break the silence. We can also be very cruel with our speech. 
Although we can have high ideals – wanting to save the whales, 
have animal shelters, help the poor – we can still stab people with 
our tongues. If we are developing a spiritual life, we have to be very 
careful about what we say to others so that we are not intentionally 
causing them pain. It’s inevitable that we will sometimes say things 
that upset people; we can’t help that. But our intention should be 
to refrain from speaking with malicious intent. We should take on 
the responsibility for what we say, for how we speak and for the 
suggestions we give to others.

The fifth precept (surāmeraya majjapamādaṭṭhānā) is about drinking 
and drugs. Now some people might think of the Middle Way as allowing 
us to drink moderately, without getting drunk. Others, like Theravada 
monks, are not supposed to have any kind of alcoholic beverage at 
all, except if it happens to be in a medicine. This precept is important 
because, for our spiritual growth, we are developing a consciousness 
that isn’t influenced or affected by drugs or drink.

Some people might say, ‘Well, I have great mystical experiences 
when I take LSD. I feel a oneness with everything.’ Who’s to deny 
what somebody feels under these drugs? I don’t feel qualified to deny 
what they have actually experienced, or what they feel they have 
experienced. But for the spiritual life, we are not dependent upon 
chemicals or drugs in our system. Even if the consciousness is in the 
most miserable, depressed and wretched state, even if we are feeling 
absolutely horrible, we are willing to start from there, rather than 
trying to get rid of a bad mood or a depressed feeling by taking a drug.
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With our meditation, we are starting from where we are now and 
looking at that; we are accepting the way it is now. We don’t take a drug 
in order to feel at one with the universe, even though we know that, 
with meditation, it might take a lot longer to feel that oneness. The 
drug is not the Middle Way, although our drug-induced impressions 
might be quite valid at the time. The way towards insight, unity and 
oneness is not through drugs, but through right understanding – seeing 
things in the right way. Right understanding involves seeing even our 
depression as something that is only a condition that we can let go of, 
instead of something we have to get rid of. 

Affirming	Our	Moral	Foundation
This is an extraordinary time in human history, when there seems to 
be license to do anything; nothing seems forbidden anymore except 
violent crime – and even that seems to be becoming increasingly 
more popular! It certainly seems to keep the daily newspapers selling! 
Humanity is at a point in its evolution where we don’t know how to 
bring things together worldwide. Even though we have the United 
Nations, we don’t trust it; we don’t look to it for guidance. We don’t 
have any overall position or institution that everyone in the world 
looks to with respect.

With regard to religion, we are divided into different groups – and 
religious groups are often famous for fighting and killing each other! 
People who believe in the same God are quite capable of killing each 
other, so even a common religious belief is not enough to bring unity.

What we need in order to have a common ground for peace on the 
human plane is the commitment to the five moral precepts – just that. 
It doesn’t matter whether we believe in the same God or in different 
Gods, whether we believe that there isn’t any God or that God is female 
rather than male, as long as we are committed to that which we can 
actually practise; i.e. these five moral precepts – that is most important 
for daily life.
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The precepts are always stated in the negative: refrain from 
killing or violence; refrain from stealing; refrain from wrong sexual 
behaviour; refrain from false speech; refrain from intoxicating 
drugs. When we take the precepts in Pali, we use the word ‘veramaṇī’ 
which means ‘refraining from.’ However, Buddhist morality is not 
coming from an absolute or righteous position that says, ‘Thou shalt 
not.’ Instead, the point is to refrain from intentionally taking the life 
of other beings. Psychologically, what does that do to you? As soon 
as God says, ‘Thou shalt not kill’, it seems to stimulate us to do so. We 
have had a very bloody history, and a lot of the killing has been in 
the name of God. But taking the precept to refrain from intentionally 
taking the lives of other beings is a reflection. You are saying, ‘I will 
try now to be more careful, to live in a way that will not harm the 
lives of other beings.’ That is a commitment you are making. It is 
not God ordering you not to kill anything, but it’s something that’s 
coming from your heart, from your sense of personal integrity, 
compassion and respect for the lives of other beings. So you are 
refraining from killing, not from fear of punishment, but from your 
own reflections on life, from noting that other beings want to live 
as much as you do. 

When our Chithurst monastery first acquired Hammer Pond, there 
was a man nearby who taught fishing. One time I visited him, and I 
watched him catch fish. I was very impressed by his expertise. He was 
standing on the side of the stream, and I was on a little stone bridge. A 
large fish was on the hook, and it was struggling to get away. The fish 
was absolutely terrified, and it was trying desperately to get away from 
the hook. The fisherman was very good. He let the fish go for a while, 
then pulled it back up until it began to tire. He eventually pulled it up 
and bashed it on the head.

Later on, a fishing club came several times trying to convince me to 
give them permission to use the pond. They said, ‘We won’t kill the fish. 
We are just going to catch them and then we’ll put them back in the 



255

Themes for Daily PracTice

pond, because it’s our sport. You know, we don’t really want to eat them 
or anything; we just catch them, and then we let them go again.’ But 
noting the terror that the fish was feeling, we suddenly realize it’s the 
same feeling we would have if we suddenly bit on a hook and somebody 
started pulling us out of the water. We reflect that we would react in 
very much the same way. Though the fish seems to the fisherman to be 
a stupid animal that doesn’t have any feelings and doesn’t really count, 
it is a being that is experiencing the emotion of utmost terror. That fish 
is absolutely terrified for his life; it’s a natural reaction that all animals 
feel, including humans. 

When you reflect in this way, you begin to see that terror isn’t 
a personal thing. The terror the fish was feeling is exactly the same 
feeling we have when our life is threatened. You begin to feel a sense 
of respect toward the animal kingdom; you understand that animals 
have feelings and that they are sensitive beings. Terror is something 
we have all experienced in our lives already, and we can recognize it in 
the lives of animals when they are experiencing it. So when we reflect 
in this way, we don’t want to cause that kind of fear in the mind of any 
other creature. We have no intention of doing so.

A moral foundation speaks for itself, on all religious grounds. It 
needs to be reaffirmed because this is the way to world peace. We 
need an ethical agreement, not an agreement about the reduction 
of nuclear weapons. That’s not going to solve the problem. We still 
have not agreed on what is morally decent behaviour for us as human 
beings, or as superpowers. There is no consensus as to what is morally 
respectable and right with regard to our lives as human beings on 
this planet. The moral precepts are the guide for that, whatever your 
beliefs. The agreement, at least, to abide by the first precept would be 
an enormous advancement for humanity. Just agreeing to refrain from 
intentionally taking the lives of other human beings would be a much 
finer agreement than one that reduces the number of nuclear weapons. 
The first, then, is the most important precept.
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Being Generous
As Buddhists, we need to open our hearts. In addition to refraining from 
disruptive actions and speech, we try to be very generous. The virtue 
of generosity (dāna) is highly praised in Buddhism. In all Buddhist 
countries, you find tremendous generosity. For example in Thailand 
and Sri Lanka children are encouraged to offer dāna almost from the 
time they are born. You see mothers taking their little babies out to the 
place where monks walk by on alms-round and having the baby offer 
some little tidbit into the monks bowl. This starts from a very early age, 
so sharing what they have becomes part of their nature.

The quality of generosity impressed me very much in Thailand. If 
I met five little village children and gave one of them a bottle of soda, 
nine times out of ten that child would divide the soda with the other 
children without having to be told. Now, I’d never have done that when 
I was that age. I’d have said, ‘He gave it to me; it’s mine.’ And if my sister 
wanted some, I’d say, ‘You can’t have any.’ But in Thailand, especially in 
the rice farming areas that have kept the old values of Thai Buddhism, 
there is a wonderful sense of sharing that is inculcated in children from 
the very beginning. They get such joy in sharing a bottle of soda. Even 
if each child will only get one sip of it, they find it a joyful experience. 
They really enjoy that one sip. When you contemplate that, you see 
that it’s much more enjoyable to have that one sip than to drink the 
whole bottle by yourself, not giving any to the others. 

Problems arise now, with the affluence of the West and the poverty 
of the Third World, and the exploitative situation in which we control 
a lot of their economy. It’s not morally right to have wonderful 
advantages on one side and no advantages on the other; and it’s not 
something that we can depend on to last. Like anything that’s unfair 
and unjust, it’s going to topple and change. As people who have a sense 
of moral commitment, moral integrity, we want it to change. I find 
that I would rather live at a lower standard and share the wealth, than 
hoard everything and have a high standard for myself.
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The sense of dāna is a beautiful quality of giving out; it’s an open 
gesture of generosity, helping, making offerings. It’s not a gesture of 
taking and getting. The gesture of dāna is always an open hand. It is 
giving away our surplus, and even giving away something that we like 
or need. This is a beautiful quality that helps us in our spiritual life.

Developing the Spiritual Path
Finally, there is bhāvanā, the development of the holy path. When there 
is generosity (dāna) and morality (sīla), then the spiritual practice has 
a foundation for development. Bhāvanā – the practice of mindfulness, 
wisely reflecting, opening ourselves to life and learning from it – is a 
continuous development through this lifespan as a human being. It’s 
not something you just do on a meditation retreat. Bhāvanā is the way 
we live our lives – with mindfulness, wisdom, awareness and openness. 
It’s looking at life very clearly as we are experiencing it and being able 
to adapt wisely to changing conditions.

If we are shut off in our own little world of selfishness, we find 
ourselves unable to adapt to change. We are threatened and frightened 
by anything that’s different, or that goes in a way we can’t trust. But 
with an opening of the heart and reflection on the way things are, we 
can adapt to anything – for better or for worse. Our guidelines are our 
own good-heartedness and our self-respect. They allow us to make the 
proper adaptations to whatever happens in our lifetime. 

Often in daily life, the conditions aren’t very supportive of spiritual 
development, so you have to learn how to use them for development. 
You might tend to see them as obstacles, interfering and preventing 
you, and to feel aversion and discontentment with your daily life. If 
you think you have to have very special conditions to practise, then 
you will see ordinary daily life – working in the office, cleaning the 
house, taking care of the family – as a great imposition. Generally, 
these are not supporting conditions unless you change your attitude 
so that you can use them in your practice. You have to develop right 



258

SEEDS OF UNDERSTANDING

understanding, the right seeing that will allow you to use daily life in 
a skilful way.

*       *       *

Question: How does monastic discipline foster spiritual development?
AS: For monks and nuns, the monastic discipline is the vehicle that takes 
you to nibbāna. Once you get in the vehicle, you accept its limitations, 
and it takes you to where you’re going, so you stay in it. Sometimes you 
don’t want to stay in it – I used to feel a lot of wanting to get into some 
other vehicle – but you just resign yourself to it and the result is that 
your life is very simple. You’re not going off in all different directions. 
It’s direct. That’s why the Buddha established the monastic discipline; 
he realized it was an act of compassion that allows just one thing – 
liberation.

The problem with lay life is that one tends to go in and out of 
vehicles all the time. One chooses a vehicle, then gets fed up with it. 
One gets out of that vehicle and goes into another. So one never gets 
anywhere. That’s the problem.

We must realize that ours is a very confused society that has little 
direction; yet there is great potential for the development of the human 
mind and heart. Western society tends to provide endless distractions, 
with technological toys and little perks, lures and attractions on the 
sensory plane. These things distract you and keep you going from one 
thing to another.

But gradually, more and more people are realizing that they just 
don’t want the distractions – they’ve had enough. They realize that 
there’s something more to this experience of being human than just 
floating by in a convenient society.



32   I    Freedom of Heart

Freedom is a concept that many people use as an ideal for life. We 
want to attain some kind of freedom – physical freedom, spiritual 
freedom or emotional freedom. Nobody wants to be imprisoned, 
bound, or tied down, so freedom becomes an ideal. It is an important 
concept to contemplate because we don’t always understand what 
freedom means.

In so much of our life we are attached to ideals, and our society 
provides a lot of ideals for us to grasp. Freedom is one of them. But 
just grasping that ideal, without any wise reflection on what it really 
implies, takes us to discontentment, because life never seems to give us 
the freedom we would like to have or imagine we deserve.

Looking for Freedom Based on Desire
We can feel a continuous disappointment with life, not because 
anything is terribly wrong, but because life is not giving us what we 
want or think we deserve. We often find ourselves saying, ‘It’s not fair.’ 
We think that things should be fair all the time. When you think about 
it, you see that some people are born with all the best that life has 
to offer, and other people are born in the most horrid and miserable 
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states. It’s unfair that there is so much inequality, isn’t it? Why don’t 
the Americans disarm? Why do Middle Easterners seem to fight all the 
time, bombing and ruining a beautiful city like Beirut? Why is there 
starvation in Africa? Why is there injustice and poverty in Central 
America? It’s not fair, is it? It’s not fair that life is like this, and our 
desire is for it to be different. Freedom is what we are aiming for, but 
we find ourselves held down by conventions and even by the physical 
bodies we have.

The paradox of it all is that freedom to follow one’s impulses and 
desires doesn’t seem to really bring freedom. This is how I see it from 
my own experience of life. I found that while I thought I was free to 
follow my desires, I ended up feeling very confused and enslaved by 
desire. There were endless choices, varieties and possibilities to feel 
attracted to or to be repelled by. This is our ‘free society.’ But it seems 
that if you just follow all these choices and possibilities, they always 
take you to a state of confusion.

On the other hand, in a society that has fewer opportunities in 
it, life isn’t so complicated. For example, monastic life is not very 
complicated because you don’t have many choices. When I wake up 
in the morning, I can’t ask, ‘What am I going to wear this morning?’ 
‘How should I comb my hair?’ There’s not much of a choice. The 
monastic life looks to many people like a kind of punishment where 
everything is forbidden; you can’t do this, and you can’t do that. 
But what the discipline does for your mind is make life much more 
simple. You aren’t caught up in having to make a lot of choices on 
the plane of sensual experience. Once you give up to the monastic 
life and stop resisting it and longing for more opportunities to do 
what you want, then of course your life has been simplified. It is 
much more direct and clear.

Freedom is not found in desire, but there is freedom in the Dhamma. 
One can make a life that is not based on preferences and attachments. 
And then, because one’s life is not so busy with endless choices – with 
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the many opinions, opportunities and ideas that we are faced with in a 
complicated society – there is simplicity. Through this simplicity and 
this moral direction, our mind (or heart) is liberated. We are able to 
respond and open towards life in a way that we can’t when our life is 
complicated by desire and preference and personal attachment. Having 
opened to life, we can realize that freedom of the heart doesn’t depend 
on being free to do what we want.

Now, any desire that comes out of ignorance takes us to some kind 
of unskilful activity or experience. With this desire, we are always going 
to be trying to get something, trying to get rid of something or trying 
to hold onto something – because that is the nature of desire. As soon 
as desire gets what it wants, it starts wanting something else. I have 
never seen a satisfied desire, a desire that is happy when it gets what it 
wants. There might be some personal satisfaction for a moment when 
you get what you want, but then desire starts moving on to something 
else. So you can’t be satisfied even when you get what you want, even if 
you have wealth, power, prestige and the best that life has to offer. For 
example, if you became very rich, you’d immediately start worrying 
about losing all your money. There is no end to the fear of loss and the 
desire for gain.

As long as we are trapped in the illusions that desire creates out 
of ignorance, then our world is a world based on illusions. So desire 
never sets the heart free; it only conditions it to hope for freedom in 
the future. Trying to find freedom through desire only creates more 
bondage and more delusion.

Opening to the Dhamma
The Buddha’s emphasis was on seeing through the illusions that we are 
attached to by examining the very nature of desire, suffering and the 
cessation of desire. When we examine desire, we see that it is nothing 
but a movement. It is not a person, or an absolute; it arises and ceases 
– this is the movement of desire. If we don’t let desire cease, then one 
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desire will condition a second desire, which in turn will condition a 
third desire, and the process will go on and on.

The Buddhist term ‘mindfulness’ (sati) means ‘to reflect, to allow 
things to be conscious, to bring into your mind the way things are.’ Now 
to be mindful, you have to put some effort into the moment, unless there 
is some immediate danger, whereupon your instinct for self-preservation 
makes you mindful. In normal situations, you have to exert some effort 
in order to observe, in an unbiased way, how things are. We learn to 
observe without judgement, rather than projecting something onto this 
moment which we then try to justify or defend. When mindfulness and 
wisdom work together, there is the ability to notice and to be receptive. 
We become sensitive to the way things are; in short, to Dhamma.

So ‘Dhamma’ is an all-inclusive term. It means ‘the way things 
actually are, without any kind of bias.’ It means ‘the natural law.’ When 
we contemplate Dhamma, we are not coming from an idea of Dhamma 
as being something. If we define ‘Dhamma’ as being this or that, then 
we start looking for something, don’t we? So that is not the way. The 
way of mindfulness is the opening of the mind to the way it is – to this 
time and place.

Time and place are often ignored. We can be here and wish we were 
somewhere else. The time is now, but we are seldom really with the 
now of time. Much of our life is spent in memories of the past, or in 
expectation and fear about the future. We plan for the future and we 
think about the past, but we don’t even notice the actual here and now 
Dhamma – the way it is now. Then, thinking about past and future, 
we are caught in the power of desire, and drawn towards something 
else. If we reflect on our human condition in this way, it helps us to 
understand why the world is the way it is.

The Heart’s Longing
We can see in modern life how people try to make everything fair or 
try to stop terrible injustices. This is a noble cause. One appreciates 
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that. But it is not going to be enough. We end up trying to clean 
house and straighten it all out. Yet as soon as we make one part clean, 
another part starts getting dirty again. It’s like trying to clean London 
with a toothbrush. You can’t do it. You’ll never find perfection in 
society’s structures for ensuring justice, equality and mercy because 
imperfection keeps creeping in.

Society will only become well ordered, fair and just when the hearts 
of its people are free. As long as the hearts of the people are caught up 
with desires, demands, illusions and ignorance, the best we can really do 
is have laws that create a certain standard. Then, if someone can’t keep 
to the standard, they have to go to prison. That is the best we can do. We 
are never going to have real equality or justice or mercy in the sensory 
realm, because these can only come from the heart. They don’t come 
from the eye or the ear or the nose or the tongue or the body; it’s only in 
the heart that things are fair, and there is mercy and justice and equality.

What do we mean by the heart? This word can be used for a bodily 
organ, or it can be used for our emotional nature. It usually means our 
feelings. For example, if we are disappointed, we say we have ‘a broken 
heart.’ Then we have the word ‘mind’, which refers to something less 
emotive. The mind deals with our intellectual process and our ability 
to rationalize and think; however, when we talk about our ability to 
feel and respond with love, we use the word ‘heart’ rather than ‘mind.’

All of us long for freedom in one way or another. We might hope 
someone else will come along and fulfil all our desires and make us 
happy, like Cinderella longing for Prince Charming. Maybe we are 
waiting for the Messiah, or for the Maitreya if we are Buddhist, or for the 
right prime minister or president who will set the country in the right 
direction. There is a longing for some external force, for something out 
there that we have not yet met. That kind of longing is usually fulfilled 
in a culture by its religion, by a spiritual aspiration towards something 
higher. The sensory aspects of our humanity can never really satisfy 
us, so we have religion to fulfil that need for human aspiration. It aims 
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at the divine, or that which is higher, something that we have to rise 
up to. When you are inspired by something, your spirit goes upward 
rather than sinks down. When it sinks down, becoming full of anguish, 
despair, futility or depression, we call that ‘going to hell.’ Your heart 
breaks, your spirit goes down, and you don’t aspire, you don’t aim at 
anything higher.

Birth and our sensory consciousness reinforce a sense of separateness. 
Sensory consciousness is a separative and discriminative consciousness 
that will always make us feel alienated from things. There is always a 
feeling of separation and conflict on the sensory plane. We can aspire 
to worldly things – toward wealth or fame – but that is not enough. 
Although we might aspire towards a worldly position, if we contemplate 
that, we realize a worldly position is not really what we want. We also 
have a natural aspiration toward rising up. This aspiration is the longing 
for union or non-separation. In Buddhist terms, it is the aspiration 
towards the Dhamma, towards truth. So with this aspiration, we rise up 
rather than being caught up in attachment to the senses.

Accepting Our Planetary Condition
The human body is made out of planetary elements: the solid element, 
the liquid element, fire and air. We have to live on the food that grows 
out of the planet. We need water, we need the warmth from the sun, 
we need air. When our bodies die, their elements are returned to 
the planet; they don’t float away into heaven. So in this sensory life 
of living within a human body, we must accept the limitations of the 
earthly body, rather than desire to get out of it and to turn our back 
on the planet. Such a desire would be a selfish delusion. We would be 
saying, ‘I don’t like this planet. I’m fed up with this body. I’m going to 
float up into a finer, more ethereal space.’ Such a desire is based on the 
illusion of a separate self, on aversion to that separate self and on the 
desire to get to something better, more refined or more subtle. This is 
the movement of desire rather than aspiration.
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In meditation, one of the important lessons is to accept the earth and 
the body. We meditate on the body a lot; in the beginning, meditation 
is centred on the physical body. We learn how to calm the body and 
how to live without ignoring the body’s needs, or trying to bend it to 
our desires. If we don’t understand our bodies, we can be quite brutal 
and uncaring toward them. For example, when we encounter pain in 
meditation, we can try to force the body to shut up and stop being 
painful. We can try to attain a trance-like state in which we can just 
forget the body. But when the body starts becoming painful or hungry, 
or we have to go to the toilet, then we think the body is disgusting. 
It’s not fair, is it? We just get into one of the blissful realms and then, 
suddenly, we have to go to the toilet. It’s not fair!

But in meditation, the aim of contemplating the body is not to 
take a position for or against the body, but to understand it. It is like 
this; bodies are like this. We are not thinking of it in a personal way. 
Whether it is attractive or unattractive, we simply see the body as the 
body. We no longer look at it as my body in contrast to your body; it is 
just this body. It feels like this, and it is like this, and it works like this.

When we accept it for what it is, the body does not create many 
problems. Bodies create a lot of problems when we don’t accept them, 
when we dismiss them, or exalt them, or do something we shouldn’t 
with them – then bodies can be pretty wretched, miserable conditions 
we have to live with. But the body itself is not an obstacle when we 
accept it, understand it and know it. This is the accepting of our 
planetary condition, with all that it entails: the ageing process of the 
body, the diseases it gets and its death. Having been born, it grows up, 
gets old and dies. That’s what it’s supposed to do. When we see it as 
Dhamma, then it presents no problem. It is the way it is.

Aspiring Towards the Divine
The human body isn’t an end in itself. No matter how beautiful or 
healthy it might be, it’s not what we are, so we can never be contented 
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simply with the functions of the body. It is not what we are, so we can’t 
ever really feel at home, or truly at ease with the body – or with the 
planet. There is the aspiration, the rising up towards something higher, 
finer or more subtle.

When we look at planetary life, what is it like? If we study the 
animal life on this planet, we see that it is about survival; animals 
have to survive through being strong, being clever or being in the 
majority. Animals can’t agree on things, so they can’t have laws. For 
example, there can be no agreement on the animal plane not to kill. 
Even in the human realm, we are not that much better, are we? We 
are very destructive creatures, quite willing to kill each other and kill 
the animals, but we can aspire to be higher than that. If we’re only 
animals, then we wouldn’t even be able to think of something better. 
There would just be the law of the jungle, and the survival of the fittest; 
we wouldn’t even have a concept for anything higher than that. But 
we do. We can think of justice and equality and of being fair; we have a 
mind that can conceive of such possibilities. And that is an aspiration 
of the human spirit towards a higher plane than that of mere survival.

The mind that sinks down says human beings are just animals anyway; 
survival of the fittest is a law of nature, so that is just the way it is. This 
mind thinks we are no better than other animals, and we just have to 
accept it. We should each get what we can for ourselves because we’ve got 
to survive. This mind thinks, ‘I’ve got mine. If you’re too stupid and weak 
to get yours, tough luck; that’s it, too bad.’ This is a pessimistic, fatalistic 
sinking of the spirit to a lower level. But speaking from my mind, I know 
that I aspire to something higher than that, and I can see that people 
around me do as well. Human beings can aspire towards the divine.

Now, when we think of the divine, what does that really mean? 
‘Divinity’ is not usually a word we use in Buddhism. Often, people come 
to Buddhism because they are fed up with divinity. All that talk about 
God and the afterlife – they are fed up with it. They don’t believe it. 
They want something more realistic. They are not aiming for something 
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after death, or in the next life, something they can’t see, or know, or 
touch. But if there were nothing divine, then we wouldn’t be able to 
conceive of divinity. Our ability to conceive of it comes from having 
touched upon it in things that we actually know and experience – at 
least in momentary flashes.

Divinity in Kindness, Compassion, Joy and Serenity
The kindness of a mother to a child is a kind of divinity, isn’t it? That’s 
an experience of divinity. Selfless giving, just because somebody 
needs something – sacrificing personal privileges and conveniences 
for the welfare of others – that to me is a touch of divinity. When we 
are really fair and honest with things, when we are not coming from 
a prejudice or a bias, when there is joyfulness and serenity of mind, 
when the mind is clear and not bound into inferior states, we are in 
contact with divinity.

Rather than talk about divinity, Buddhists say, ‘Our intention 
is to realize nibbāna.’ What does nibbāna really mean? This refers 
to the realization we have when we are not grasping anything. In 
that realization, we experience the selfless qualities of kindness, 
compassion, joy and serenity. We make a connection with something 
higher; we are in alignment with the divine and we experience true 
ease, peacefulness and bliss.

If you were going to meet a divine being, what would you expect 
that being to be like? What perception comes to your mind? For 
example, when you think of Jesus Christ, probably the perception of 
compassion comes along with that thought. Well, if there is divinity, 
then compassion is a divine quality. When I look at what happens in 
my own mind, I notice that when there is no self-interest or demand 
in life, the feeling that arises is compassion. This is not something 
that I project onto a situation; it happens naturally. When there is no 
personal desire for gain or anything else, then compassion manifests 
for the unhappiness and confusion of other beings. This compassion 
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isn’t a sentiment, coming from an idea of how it should be; it’s not 
like that. It’s an understanding of the way things are, and how much 
suffering there is in the world because of ignorance. 

In contrast, feeling sorry for people can arise from personal fear. 
Somebody has cancer and we think, ‘Oh, that poor person has cancer; 
I’m glad I don’t have it. I hope I don’t get it.’ Then we project our own 
ideas onto that person. But that is not compassion. Compassion is being 
truly open to the suffering of others, not because we personally want 
anything from them, but because there is willingness to be patient 
and to be with the miseries that other people are enduring. We are 
willing to bear with the misfortune, sadness, and misery that we see 
around us, without trying to get out of it or blame anybody for it. That 
is compassion; that is what I would call a divine quality.

Joy, to me, is the feeling you have when you see that what is truly 
beautiful in life is association with the good. It is a very positive feeling, 
and it does not come from wanting to possess the good or the beautiful 
– there is no joy in that. Joy is a spontaneous way to relate to the 
beautiful, the good and the true in other beings and in everything. In 
this joyfulness, there is none of the envy and jealousy that come when 
the personal side gets involved. If we are still caught in a self-view, 
when we see somebody truly beautiful and good, we can be envious. We 
think, ‘He is better than I am.’ And we might go on to say, ‘He might be 
good, but...’ We put them down, don’t we? If we can’t delight in beauty, 
truth or goodness unless we can own it, then that is not joy. That is 
greed. The true experience of joy is another divine quality.

Serenity of mind comes when the mind is calm and cool. The serene 
mind is able to be with life, with the way things are, without being 
attached. Then the mind is even, knowing and bright. So that is another 
experience of divinity.

Freedom is nibbāna, the realization of that non-grasping state 
in which we experience true kindness, compassion, joyfulness and 
serenity. We may talk about freedom in relation to being fair and 
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just, but what I am talking about is the aspiration of the human heart 
towards the divine, towards oneness and non-separation.

So what is freedom of heart? Well I would say it is our freedom 
of choice to either rise up or sink down. Which one do you want to 
choose? In any given moment of our life, we can feel sorry for ourselves, 
thinking about all the things we don’t like and all that’s wrong with the 
world, or we can choose to reflect on the Dhamma, try to understand it, 
and follow our aspiration toward the divine.

*       *       *

Question: When I think of freedom, I think of spontaneity. If all the time 
when you’re being mindful you’re observing and watching everything 
before you do anything, doesn’t that mean you lose spontaneity?
AS: No, but you’ve pointed out a difficulty with language. When one 
says ‘watching and observing,’ it sounds as if there’s somebody who’s 
busy doing something. However, mindfulness doesn’t mean that 
you become somebody who’s so busily observing everything that 
you can’t respond to situations. Spontaneity has to come from faith, 
doesn’t it? You can’t hold on to an idea about how things should be 
and try to be spontaneous.

To be spontaneous you have to trust, and, in Buddhist terms, the 
foundation of trust is in Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha. When that trust becomes 
a strong foundation, there’s no need to mistrust or be anxious about life’s 
experiences. Spontaneity operates from that trust, which is not based on 
personal view. Bare attention – mindfulness – allows us to respond to life’s 
experiences spontaneously, because we put our faith in Buddha, Dhamma, 
Sangha. We are more spontaneous, because we’re not coming from the 
basic delusion of a self that has to protect itself. The whole delusion of ‘I’m 
somebody who has to be on my guard against evil forces, otherwise I’ll be 
overwhelmed’ falls away. There is recognition, knowledge, and purity of 
heart in which one trusts and abides. The rest takes care of itself.



 



33   I    The Science of Goodness

When I was a layperson, it became apparent to me that I was not living 
in a way that I respected; I was living a rather foolish and not very 
skilful life. I could also see that, because I did not respect the way I 
was living, I was unable to respect myself. Once I became a monk, 
things began to change. Because of my determination to live within 
the boundaries of the monastic form, a sense of self-respect gradually 
developed. I began to respect myself because I respected what I was 
doing, the way I was living, my intentions, my efforts, and what I had 
put into my life. Now, I’m not saying that everyone should become a 
monk or a nun, but I am saying that we should encourage self-respect 
in ourselves by trying to be good. 

Many people can be quite diligent about meditation, but they 
neglect the moral precepts. Such precepts should be the foundation 
for all human relationships. As human beings, we need to rise up to 
a standard of morality and virtue. When we don’t respect ourselves, 
we sink down into doing things the easy way, into just getting by, 
into ways that cause division, suspicion and mistrust. Society now 
is suffering with terrible problems: drug addiction and alcoholism, 
corruption and murder. All these things are quite common now 
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because people are not willing to keep a level of moral integrity. And 
if we don’t maintain this level, we begin to sink down into depression, 
despair and self-hatred. 

Rising Up to Virtue
As human beings, we are not restricted to the instinctual behaviour 
of animals; we have the ability to rise up to virtue. So our life can be 
devoted to developing virtue, not only through meditation, but also by 
living responsibly within our society. Living a life of virtue brings joy, 
peace and harmony to ourselves and also to society.

I like to think of virtue as the science of goodness. We study 
goodness; we are not just holding opinions about it, and talking about 
it in some abstract way. We are actually contemplating what goodness 
is. We ask, ‘What is there to do in our lives that is good?’ We make our 
lives a study in the science of goodness.

Many people mistake Buddhism for a fatalistic and passive religion 
in which you don’t bother to do anything but sit and watch your breath 
or your navel, or sit under a tree and say ‘everything is impermanent.’ 
But Buddhism is not meant to be a religion of passive indifference, 
uncaring about the society we live in; it definitely encourages us to 
develop virtue, and that gives us joy in our lives.

Without joy, the religious life is impossible. And to be truly joyful, 
you have to be unselfish and giving; you must do things for others. 
This joyfulness comes from unselfish giving, in which there is no 
demand for any reward or recognition. If you are giving in order to 
get something in return, you will not find joy in your giving; you’ll 
always feel a bit disappointed. It will never feel quite right if you want 
something back in return. So the joy of giving, of loving, of being able 
to do good things, of helping others, is beyond selfishness. It is its 
own reward. It’s an honour to be able to do things for other people, to 
live in a way that is for the welfare of the society, rather than taking 
advantage of society.
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Living Responsibly on Our Planet
We are living at a time when we need to look more deeply at ourselves 
and the world that we share with all other beings. We can no longer 
think in terms of isolation, or of living for ourselves alone. In the past 
fifty years it has become obvious that all of us on this planet are related 
to each other, just by the fact that we are all planetary beings. So when 
one group has privileges and another doesn’t, there is an imbalance, 
and this will always create some kind of conflict. Wherever there is 
injustice, unfairness, or imbalance, the result will be an increase in 
suffering in the human realm, as well as in the lives of all other creatures. 
So it is wise now to reflect on the fact that we are all interrelated, and 
that we are all supporting each other. We are not individuals or nations 
that can operate independently, disregarding the effect we have on the 
rest of the world.

Nowadays, many more people are beginning to ask, ‘What should 
I do with my life? Can I just live it according to my impulses and the 
fashions of the time, doing just what I feel like doing or not doing? 
Do I really have the right to live life just for my own safety, security, 
satisfaction and pleasure?’ Since each being is a part of the whole, we 
have to consider what our responsibility is with regard to the society 
we’re living in, and to the planet we share with others.

If someone is a selfish, small-minded being, they may think, ‘I’ll get 
what I can for myself, even if it’s at the expense of everyone else.’ They 
scheme, manipulate and control circumstances for their own benefit, 
at the expense of everyone else. That’s what people do when they don’t 
have a sense of personal responsibility in their lives. In our modern 
age, personal responsibility has been a rather unpleasant issue for 
some people. It’s been an issue to be avoided.

Now in fact, modern politics often plays upon this selfish interest 
in the citizens of Western democracies by promising all kinds of 
advantages, opportunities and securities. That appeals to us in one way, 
because sometimes we don’t feel that we are really strong enough or 
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capable enough to be responsible. We feel that we still need a protector 
of some sort, some kind of parent who will take care of us, pat us on the 
back, tell us everything is all right and provide for all our needs. That’s 
tempting; there is the child in all of us that sometimes cries out for some 
external force to guide, nurture and comfort us when we feel insecure.

Modern governments are often pressured into fulfilling that 
role in some way or another. One notices in Western democracies 
how demanding the citizens can be, making unending claims on the 
government for rights, privileges and all kinds of opportunities. I’ve 
noticed in Britain and America that there is very little gratitude for 
the good things our governments have provided. We tend to dwell in a 
state of worry about things that might be taken away from us, or think 
about the things we don’t like and don’t want. 

Then, sometimes we feel the government has failed us – just the 
way people sometimes feel God has failed them, or their parents 
haven’t loved them enough. In spite of all the generosity, security 
and benefits we might have received from our parents, from the 
government or from God, we still find ourselves suffering; we still find 
ourselves discontented. It’s not enough. There is not enough in the 
universe to truly satisfy, to give us complete satisfaction and complete 
contentment. There is no possible government that we can conceive of, 
or create, that will be able to truly satisfy all our desires for security.

In the West, our attachments have become complicated. Not only 
do we demand physical security, shelter, food, clothing and medical 
care, but we also demand all kinds of other opportunities. We demand 
education, freedom to do what we want, time to live our lives in our 
own way and also the opportunity to develop our individual talents and 
abilities. We expect so much. And yet, how much have we offered? What 
can we offer back? Is there perhaps something each one of us should 
do in order to give back? What is it that we need to know in order to 
stop acting like a perennial child, endlessly demanding nourishment 
and safety from mother?
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Not Taking Sides
At this time, there are many pressures on people to take sides in 
various ways. Our minds easily look for a fixed position to hold on to. 
The position can be a political view, a religious view, a national view 
or a personal view. It can be a view about class, race or sex. People 
desperately take sides on the most ridiculous issues. We feel the need 
to adopt some particular position that we can use to feel a sense of 
purpose and meaning in life. If we didn’t have an opinion, we’d probably 
be considered a hopeless bore.

Yet we begin to see that when we do take sides – when we attach to 
a particular viewpoint – we tend to become obsessed with that side, and 
we can lose our perspective. We can be so caught up in our righteous 
views and behaviour that we lose all sensitivity, even towards our 
own group or family, not to mention the opposite side. We can be so 
fanatically dedicated towards a political viewpoint that we are willing 
to destroy the whole world just to hold to this view.

Of course, only the extreme type of human beings would fall into 
that trap. Most of us do have some sense of perspective, but we tend to 
wobble and waver. We become confused because we are not quite sure 
on which side we should align ourselves – whether we are fully left or 
fully right – so we wobble between the two. Sometimes we can even 
feel envy for those who are very sure that their side is absolutely right 
at all times, and we wish we could be that strong, that convinced. We 
imagine how secure we’d feel if things were as clear-cut as that.

But most of our life is in this realm of neither right nor left. We are 
just getting on with life as best we can on the physical plane, trying 
to get along with the people around us, trying to find some peace and 
friendship. Even the most dire fanatics have to come to terms with the 
facts of life. They have to eat food, find a place to live and clothe the 
body; they get old, suffer from illnesses and lose loved ones. We all 
suffer from the desire of wanting things we don’t have. And there is the 
inevitable death that we all must experience.
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The teaching of the Buddha relates to life as it actually is. It allows 
all of us to open our minds to life, without being forced to take a 
position. This is not to say you shouldn’t have any viewpoints, any 
opinions whatsoever; we need to have opinions in order to live in the 
world. But we also need to reflect on the tendency we have towards 
being attached to opinions. This tendency is a particularly strong 
problem with Western civilization; we have become very idealistic 
and completely caught up in theories and views about how everything 
should be.

Nowadays, people have very high standards; they know how 
everything should be. I meet very few people who are deliberately 
mean, uncaring and selfish; those are rare. Most of the people I’ve 
met would like to have everything at its best – whatever ‘best’ might 
mean to that particular person. We can conceive with our minds how 
things should be, and that’s why we become so critical. We can see 
that society isn’t really what it should be; it should be better. We can 
become so aware of the things that have gone wrong – the inefficiency, 
the bureaucracy, the injustices. These become dominant in the mind 
because we can imagine a utopian society in which everything is as it 
should be. We can envision the paradise where everything is fair, equal, 
kind and loving. But what we experience is life as it is. How is it for you? 
What is your life really like?

This is what we call opening the mind to the way it is, not criticizing 
or affirming anything, but being truly sensitive to the good and the 
bad, to justice and injustice, the day and the night, the sun and the rain, 
the heat and the cold. In Buddhist terms, this is being mindful. The 
way out of suffering is through mindfulness. When it is fully present 
without judgement, the mind is full, open, attentive and receptive.

With mindfulness, we are not forced to take positions, take sides, get 
caught up in the quarrels and problems of our families, organizations 
and societies. Rather, we are able to open the mind to each conflict. 
The mind is capable of embracing both sides; it can be sensitive to 
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everything. It can be open, receptive and clear with regard to the right 
and the left, the good and the bad.

Taking Personal Responsibility
With mindfulness, we can be independent of the positions other people 
are taking. We can stand on our own two feet and take responsibility for 
acting in a virtuous way, regardless of what the rest of society is doing.

I can be kind, generous and loving towards you, and that is a joy to 
me. But if I make my happiness dependent upon your being kind to me, 
then it will always be threatened, because if you aren’t doing what I 
like – behaving the way I want you to – then I’m going to be unhappy. 
So then, my happiness is always under threat because the world might 
not behave as I want it to.

It’s clear that I would spend the rest of my life being terribly 
disappointed if I expected everything to change – if I expected 
everybody to become virtuous, wars to stop, money not to be wasted, 
governments to be compassionate, sharing and giving – everything to 
be just exactly the way I want it! Actually, I don’t expect to see very 
much of that in my lifetime, but there is no point in being miserable 
about it; happiness based on what I want is not all that important.

Joy isn’t dependent on getting things, or on the world going the way 
you want, or on people behaving the way they should, or on their giving 
you all the things you like and want. Joyfulness isn’t dependent upon 
anything but your own willingness to be generous, kind and loving. It’s 
that mature experience of giving, sharing and developing the science 
of goodness. Virtuousness is the joy we can experience in this human 
realm. So, although what society is doing or what everyone else is doing 
is beyond my control – I can’t go around making everything how I want 
it – still, I can be kind, generous and patient, do good and develop virtue. 
That I can do, and that’s worth doing, and not something anyone can 
stop me from doing. However rotten or corrupted society is doesn’t 
make any difference to our ability to be virtuous and to do good.
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Benefitting	Society
Now we could make society better if, rather than exploiting it, making 
endless demands on it, criticizing it and disparaging it, we tried to live 
in a way that would help it and encourage it to do the right things. This 
would not only bring joy into our lives, but would also be of benefit to 
the society we live in. Our offering to society can be our willingness to 
try to live in a way that does not create fear in our own minds or in the 
minds of those around us.

We can move towards this attitude in our daily lives by living in 
a way that lets us respect ourselves. When we do that, we find that 
other people also respect us. And when other people respect us, then 
they listen to us, they pay attention, they emulate and they follow our 
example. So in that way, more and more people begin to feel the joy 
and the freedom of being responsible for their lives.

Individual responsibility is the foundation of any society because a 
society is a group of individual human beings. Morality, if it’s to be true 
and skilful, has to come from the wisdom of individual human beings. If 
you try to impose morality on people, then it becomes a law that can be 
very oppressive. The word ‘morality’ is a bit threatening to us because 
we know that it can become tyranny if it is imposed on us.

But when we fully understand it, morality brings a sense of joy and 
self-respect and, because we begin to feel respect for ourselves, we feel 
respect for the right of other beings to exist. This is very peaceful. It’s a 
lovely feeling to have self-respect and to care about the lives of others. 
But it has to come from wisdom and growth within. It has to come from 
personal responsibility and personal knowledge of oneself.

I’m not talking about superficial niceness and goodness – a mask, 
a pretty facade of goodness – but rather a profound goodness in the 
heart of things. Virtue is something very deep and profound and 
penetrating. It takes wisdom, sensitivity, receptivity and intelligence 
to be truly virtuous. 

*       *       *
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Question: Morality is obviously a good foundation for an individual, but 
it doesn’t really seem to help much as a defence against evil. We seem 
powerless to do anything about the evil forces in the world.
AS: That’s because resisting evil out of aversion and prejudice tends to 
create more conflict. But that doesn’t mean we should resign ourselves 
to the presence of evil forces and let them run over everything. We need 
to commit ourselves to a moral foundation. This is greatly needed in 
solving global problems because nowadays, morality is not a necessary 
condition for the operation of our nations, so there’s no ground for 
trust. How can two governments trust each other if they both are 
representing immoral and untrustworthy nations that tell lies about 
each other or are constantly trying to frighten one another? How can 
you talk about world peace with this tremendous lack of commitment 
to moral principles?

If scientific technology had a moral basis, it wouldn’t have made 
nuclear weapons; weapons are for killing and for creating fear. If we 
really want world peace, then we should have moral agreements, rather 
than nuclear agreements. Then we would be asking humanity to rise up 
to moral values, rather than just keeping people in line through fear.

If education were aimed more at ethics – getting children to look 
into actions, speech and their results – then the problems of society 
would diminish considerably. But I don’t think they teach very much 
of that in the schools, because it’s not considered an important thing 
to learn. The sense of moral responsibility has definitely diminished, 
which is frightening, and it is not being encouraged within our youth.

Yet, in fact, children respond to that teaching beautifully. Their 
minds are such that you can put anything into them. But that’s also 
a problem; because they’re innocent, you can put rubbish into their 
minds, or you can put in really beautiful things. My choice would be 
to put the beautiful things in, things that arouse self-respect, kindness 
and virtuous living, rather than rubbish and fear and conceited views.
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For our young people, we need to stress cooperation, rather 
than competition. A cooperative system allows a complementary 
relationship, in which you’re not saying, ‘This is the best way to be, and 
if you can’t do it, you’re inferior.’ A cooperative system allows for all 
the different types of people to work together: the fast, the slow, the 
young, the old, the clever, the not so clever and so forth. There’s room 
for everyone.
Question: Sometimes I’m paralyzed because I keep thinking and 
thinking about what to do, looking at it from every angle, but I don’t 
act. How can I practise the science of goodness in this situation?
AS: When we think too much, we can go crazy; we can get depressed or 
pulled into a vortex of thoughts that drag us downwards. If you think 
too much, you can’t really do anything. You have to stop thinking 
about it to do it. We can think, ‘Should I do the dishes, or shouldn’t I 
do the dishes? Do I feel like doing them? Is doing the dishes really me? 
Should men do the dishes and not women, or women do the dishes and 
not men, or should both do them together?’ And all the while, we’re 
just sitting there.

But if you look at the task in a different way, you can approach it 
more positively. You can say, ‘What an honour to be able to do the 
dishes! They are honouring me by asking me to do the dishes.’ Putting 
your hands in soapy water with bone china is a pleasant physical 
sensation, isn’t it? If you start looking at the positive side, then you’re 
not going into depression about washing the dishes. And you’re not 
spending a lifetime on the same old boring reaction against washing 
the dishes, perhaps because your mother made you do them when you 
were a child.

Little issues like this hang on from our past. You can see it with men 
sometimes, the way they react to women: ‘No woman is ever going to 
tell me what to do. No woman can boss me around.’ These are the kinds 
of male reactions that you develop when you are rebelling against your 
mother. And then women can have the same attitude towards men, 
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rebelling against their fathers: ‘It’s male chauvinism. They’re trying to 
dominate and pull us down. They’re tyrannizing women.’ Sometimes 
we never outgrow our rebellion. Sometimes we carry that on through a 
whole lifetime without really knowing we are doing it.

In our reflections on Dhamma, we begin to free the mind from these 
very inadequate and immature reactions to life. We find, in this rising 
up to life, a sense of maturity and willingness to participate in it. We 
tend to respect people who are in positions of authority rather than 
rebelling or resisting out of immature habits. When we are mature, 
when we understand Dhamma, we can work in the world in ways that 
are of benefit, in ways that harmonize, in ways that are of use to the 
society we live in.
Question: Sometimes it’s not very popular to do what is good. How can 
we find the courage to live a moral life?
AS: It has become apparent to me that it is better to die than to do 
something evil, because we are all going to die anyway. Death is going 
to meet every one of us, so it doesn’t really make that much difference 
when it happens. But evil actions are going to haunt us all our remaining 
life, even if we live to be one hundred years old. If we commit heedless 
and selfish actions, those memories will haunt us through the rest of 
our life, making our life miserable.

When it became apparent to me that it was better to die than to do 
evil, I could see that death is nothing to fear. It’s the natural process, 
something all of us will experience, anyway. But evil action is what is 
truly dangerous to us; this is what we should be most wary of.

Once we realize that the most important thing is the moral quality 
of our speech or action, it becomes easier to find the courage to do 
what is good.





34   I    The Human Family

At this time in human history, the whole structure and foundation 
of our society seems to be breaking up. One used to feel that there 
was stability in family life and that it provided a foundation for 
society. But now, even the nature and purpose of the family seems 
to be under attack, and people don’t know what to do. Our society 
is questioning, ‘What is the purpose of family life? Is it worth 
reviving? Is it something we should try to improve and develop, or 
is it something from an ancient time that we don’t need anymore? 
What are its advantages and disadvantages?’ These are all questions 
for our reflection and consideration.

I don’t want to tell you what you should do as a family, or what a 
family should be, as if it were an ideal to which everyone should try 
to conform. That would be arrogant. As a Buddhist monk, although 
I don’t have the pressures of conventional family life, I am in the 
position of teaching meditation, so people confide in me and express 
how they are feeling. This has given me a particular perspective on 
the problems and experiences families tell me about. Therefore, I’d 
like to relate my own reflections on family issues.
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The Individual and the Family
At present, we tend to be more concerned with ourselves than with our 
families. This is an age in which individualism has been emphasized 
to the point of absurdity. The opportunity that we have to develop as 
individuals in the modern world is quite amazing, isn’t it? Each of us 
has been given free rein to be a self-sufficient, independent person. 
We are told to be a personality, to develop our creativity, to develop 
our lives in any way we want as free individuals. We can do what we 
personally want to do, whether our family likes it or not.

Now the problem with glorifying individualism as an end in itself 
is that it promotes a neurotic and meaningless existence. Just being 
a free agent – an individual who can do what he or she wants – can 
give us certain pleasant moments, and we can appreciate that in some 
ways. But at other times, it is very depressing not to be truly related 
to anyone, not to be able to serve anyone. There is something in all of 
us, both men and women, that makes us want to give of ourselves. We 
would all like to sacrifice or give ourselves to another person or to a 
cause, to something that is beyond ourselves.

Living the religious life is a giving of oneself – to the Dhamma, to 
God or to whatever is the ultimate truth in a particular religion. The 
purpose of monasticism is to give of yourself completely. You let go of 
the desire for personal reward or acknowledgement of any sort, just to 
be able to become a good monk or nun, and to give yourself totally to 
the refuges of Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha.

The ideal of family life is for a man and woman to join together to 
give themselves to each other. So the sense of being one independent 
person has to be sacrificed for being a couple. Then, with the ensuing 
children, the couple becomes a family, and has to give up everything 
for the children.

I see how parents must surrender totally to the needs of their 
children, and I find it very admirable. It seems to be about twenty-four 
hours a day of continuous giving to another being. In some ways it 
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must be exasperating and annoying, but in other ways it must be very 
fulfilling. You can see that parents can really give wisely, not out of 
necessity, but out of real reflection and understanding of the situation. 
They get tremendous joy out of giving up personal interest, privacy, 
rights and much more, for a helpless child.

These days, there’s a lot of confusion about the roles of men and 
women because the traditional roles are now in question. We can no 
longer take for granted that ‘a man’s duties are these’ and ‘a woman’s 
duties are those.’ In my mother’s generation, they could take them for 
granted because the roles were more clearly defined. Even now the 
roles are unquestioned in a more traditional society such as the rice 
farming communities of North East Thailand. Everybody knows what 
they are supposed to do. The social structure, the whole way of life, 
is accepted as natural, as being in harmony with nature, so no one 
questions it.

But then, especially when you are educated, you start questioning 
when you leave the security of a situation. You start reading, and you 
start listening to other people. You hear different views and opinions, 
and you begin to doubt. You ask, ‘Does life have to be just like this, or 
is there some other way of looking at it? Does a woman have to be just 
this way? And if she changes, is she wrong or right? What should a man 
be? What is the duty of a mother and of a father?’

Traditional Roles
I’d like to summarize the advice in the Pali Canon on the duties that 
people have in their various roles. These are the guidelines of an 
Asian culture from 2,500 years ago. The Sigālaka Sutta lists the duties 
of virtually all existing human relationships, including parents and 
children, pupils and teachers, husbands and wives, friends, masters 
and servants, and spiritual teachers and their disciples.

The first guidelines are about parents and children. Parents should 
not let their child do evil, but should encourage the child to do good. 
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They should see to it that he or she receives training in the arts and 
sciences, find a suitable spouse for him or her, and give over their wealth 
at the right time. Children, in turn, should help look after their parents’ 
affairs, ensure the endurance of the family name, conduct themselves 
in ways that make them worthy to receive inherited wealth, and make 
offerings in the parents’ memory when they’ve died.

I don’t remember ever getting advice like that. In fact, my parents said, 
‘We want you to grow up and be completely independent of us. And for 
our part, we hope to save enough money so that, when we are old, we will 
never have to be dependent upon you.’ There was a sense of independence 
on both sides. Clearly, we have a different model for how parents and 
children should behave towards each other in our modern society.

The second set of guidelines is in reference to pupils and teachers. 
A pupil should stand up to receive the teacher as a sign of respect, wait 
attendance on the teacher, pay attention to what the teacher says, and 
learn with a respectful attitude. The teacher, having been upheld in 
these ways, should lead a pupil well, keep nothing about the subject 
matter secret or undisclosed, praise the pupil among friends, and 
protect and look after the pupil. Unfortunately, nowadays, very few 
pupils receive such nurturing from a teacher, and most teachers would 
be surprised to receive such treatment from a pupil.

The third set of guidelines is about husbands and wives. A husband 
should praise his wife, affirming that she is truly his wife. He should not 
look down on her. He should not be unfaithful. He should let her be in 
charge of the home, family and money. And he should give her trinkets 
and adornments. A wife, in her turn, should organize the family affairs 
well, help the husband’s relatives and friends, not be unfaithful, look 
after the family property, and be energetic in her duties. This is the 
advice for a traditional marriage; it presents an ideal of what each 
partner is expected to do. These are the guidelines for a cooperative 
relationship, in which there is mutual support and respect, rather than 
independence, individual rights and conflicts.
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The fourth set of guidelines concerns the relationship between two 
friends. One should share things with a friend, talk pleasantly, do things 
that are useful, be even-minded without pride and speak truthfully 
without pretention. In return, the friend should give protection and 
protect one’s property when one has been careless, give shelter when 
there is danger, not abandon one in a time of adversity and uphold one 
along with one’s relatives.

The fifth set of guidelines is regarding masters and servants. A 
master should arrange their servants work so that it is suitable and 
in accordance with their strength, give them food and rewards, look 
after them and nurse them when they are sick, share unusual or tasty 
delicacies with them, and give them time off. A servant should get up 
in the morning and start work before the master, finish work after the 
master, take away only that which is given by the master (in other 
words, not steal from him), constantly try to do better work and praise 
the virtues of the master.

The final set of guidelines is about the relationship between 
spiritual teachers and their disciples. A spiritual teacher should 
encourage a disciple to do good, help them with a compassionate 
mind, tell them things they had not previously heard, make clear 
things they had already heard, and tell them how to attain the 
heavenly realms. A disciple should support the teacher through 
loving-kindness, with actions of body, actions of speech and actions 
of mind. In addition, the disciple should welcome the teacher into his 
or her house, and the disciple should provide the requisites of food, 
shelter, clothing and medicine.

These guidelines represent the traditional Buddhist advice regarding 
relationships. But right now, in our culture, we have to contemplate for 
ourselves: ‘What is a relationship? How should we relate? What do we 
expect? What do we want or demand? And what are we willing to give?’ 
We have to ask ourselves these questions, and consider whether we 
know how to relate to another person. 
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Finding Balance Without Traditional Roles
If we come from the idealistic position that believes ‘we are all equal, 
we are all exactly the same, there is no difference’, then in many 
situations our relationships will be very difficult to define, won’t they? 
Who’s going to do the dishes? Who’s going to empty the dustbin? 
Who is going to lead? Who is going to follow? If we all feel we are 
the same, then we can become confused because we don’t know how 
to relate to each other in a structure or in a hierarchy of duties and 
responsibilities. So sometimes, if we are attached to the ultimate view 
of equality and freedom, we can become very confused, disgruntled 
and even threatened by the practical side of life. 

In the practice of Dhamma, we are opening the mind to the way 
things actually are. We begin to notice that nature itself is hierarchical, 
that there is always form or structure, and that when you have form, 
you are always going to have sequence. One is always going to be 
followed by two, and two is always going to be followed by three; A is 
followed by B, and B is followed by C. You can’t say A is the same as B. 
If you spelled everything with an A, it would be meaningless, wouldn’t 
it? In the conditioned world, we recognize that there are sequences.

Now if we take a fixed position on hierarchy, we become tyrannical. 
Someone who says they have to be the boss at all times – always 
number one and never number two – becomes a tyrant. But, on the 
other hand, an idealistic egalitarian, someone who says we must always 
be equal and always the same, is setting up the situation for confusion 
and contention. When it’s time for a meal, everyone wants to be first in 
line. But if we are willing to designate a sequence, we can relate to that 
sequence. That’s a relationship. You are relating as senior or junior, 
teacher or student, parent or child. A sequence provides a structure 
for relationships, so that we know how to live with each other without 
endless conflicts and confusion.

In the monastic life we have a particular form and structure to which 
we all agree. It’s a voluntary life. It would be a tyranny if everyone were 
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forced to become monks and nuns and live within the structure. But 
because people join the community by choice, it is not a tyranny; it’s a 
cooperative, harmonious way of living.

You can apply these principles to family life. If you, as mother and 
father or husband and wife, do not decide on some clear guidelines 
for duties and responsibilities, then who is going to do what? Who is 
going to go to work? Who is going to stay home? Who is going to do 
the dishes? Who is going to take care of the children when they are 
ill? What are our duties and responsibilities in relating to each other 
in a family?

In America, there is very little supporting structure of this sort, and 
there is a total rejection of hierarchy. The American view is always the 
very idealistic one that we are all equal. But in England, there is much 
more respect for hierarchical positions. It’s part of the culture with a 
Queen, a royal family and a class system. Even though there are many 
disadvantages to such a system, it also has some advantages. It gives 
you a clearer understanding of how to relate in different situations.

When I lived in North Borneo for two years, I had servants for the 
first time, and being an American, I didn’t know what to do with them. 
On the whole, Americans are hopeless with servants, whereas the 
British in the same place had no problems whatsoever; the servants 
were very happy. But, as an American, I didn’t know how to relate as 
a master with servants. I couldn’t even think of myself in that way. It 
seemed to me to be arrogant and presumptuous.

But the flaw in this idealism lies in the fact that underlying it all 
is a tremendous sense of insecurity and competitiveness. On one level 
you are being very friendly and familiar, and at the same time you are 
trying to prove you are better. It’s a kind of hypocrisy. Without a clear 
hierarchy based on other values, people can be very competitive; an 
implicit hierarchy is set up based on material wealth. Being better is 
dependent on having more money – a nicer home, a better car, more 
of everything – because that’s how you can relate in the hierarchy! 
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Nowadays, a relationship between a man and a woman can tend to be 
a competition, because there are no guidelines for mutual respect and 
understanding. You can see that in some marriages the husband and 
wife compete with each other. They feel they have to prove that one is 
as good as or even better than the other. But how can you have a family 
relationship with a competitor? The purpose of family is to live as a unit 
where there is harmony, where you’ve established enough agreement 
to let you relate to each other in a decent way in everyday life.

In a traditional society, the agreements are made by the society. 
But now, we all choose our mates – who we are going to marry, who 
we are going to live with, who we are going to have a relationship 
with. Oftentimes, we base that choice only on personal preference in 
the moment, rather than wise on reflection as to what kind of person 
would most be suitable to live with. We might choose the one who is 
most attractive, most charming, wealthiest or most interesting at the 
moment. Or we might just need support: a man might be looking for a 
maternal woman, a woman who is going to replace his own mother; a 
woman might be looking for a father, some strong protective man who 
will take care of her.

Often, these desires are never really acknowledged because of 
our idealism. We think we are going to have the perfect relationship 
based on total honesty. By ‘total honesty’, people tend to mean saying 
exactly what they think whenever they feel like it, which to me is a 
description of a hell realm! I am really grateful that I don’t say all the 
things I think. Sometimes what one is thinking should not be repeated; 
it would only cause pain, confusion, fear and depression in the minds 
of those listening.

The way of mindfulness is the way of allowing ourselves to open up 
to the situation. Rather than waiting for the perfect person, or thinking 
you have to get rid of the one you are with because you’re not getting 
on, or thinking you can find someone better, you can contemplate how 
to use the situation. You can reflect that this is the way it is, rather 
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than expecting somebody to change or blaming yourself because you 
can’t live up to your high ideals. So you become more aware of the way 
life actually is, the way it has to be, whether you like it or don’t like it. 
This is the way of reflection, of mindfulness. You are not demanding 
happiness, or even fulfillment, from the world, but you are willing to 
take on the challenge that exists by beginning to work with life. Now 
you can only do this kind of reflection by yourself – you cannot expect 
someone else to tell you what you should do in your relationship, 
because there are so many things to take into account. Only you know 
them all.

For example, many people ask themselves, ‘Should I just live my life 
for myself, for my own development, even at the expense of the people 
who are close to me? Or should I give up any hope of ever developing 
myself, in order to further their welfare?’ Those are the two extremes: 
the selfish extreme and the self-sacrificing extreme. Self-sacrificing 
sounds noble, doesn’t it? It sounds like something we should be doing. 
And selfishness sounds like something we shouldn’t be doing. We think 
it’s not nice, it’s wrong, to be selfish. But the Buddhist position is not 
an intimidating one, saying we should be totally self-sacrificing and 
unselfish; it encourages us to open up to that very selfishness, or to our 
desire to sacrifice ourselves.

We can contemplate this in our own lives. For example, rather than 
thinking of ourselves as selfish and then feeling guilty about it, or being 
caught up in the other extreme of endless giving, nurturing and caring 
for others without taking any time for ourselves, we can recognize our 
inclination, whatever it is. Then, having recognized it, we can look at it 
without judging it and try to reach a balance.

Using Opposites for Spiritual Development
We can begin to see that family life can be regarded as a symbol for 
inner spiritual development because the family is a religious archetype. 
In Christian symbolism, we have God the father, Mary the mother and 
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Christ the child. In other religions, we might have the Divine Father and 
the Earth Mother symbolizing the marriage between the heavens and 
the earth. When you begin to really look at yourself, you find there is 
both a mother and a father inside, and these opposites can be reflected 
upon as part of your spiritual practice.

You find that just the fact that you have a female body or a male body 
doesn’t mean that everything about you is totally female or totally male. 
What we need to open up to in spiritual development is the opposite; 
a man needs to open up to the female within, and a woman needs to 
open up to the male. This is not an easy thing to do, but we can use the 
external presence of the opposite gender to help in our practice. When 
a man sees a woman, or a woman sees a man, they can use the external 
characteristics as reminders. In a monastic community where there are 
monks and nuns, rather than getting involved in relationships, monks 
can see the external female, and they can begin to acknowledge the 
feminine qualities that they find internally. And for the nuns, it’s the 
same; they can find the masculine qualities within.

My own experience as a monk, from the masculine side, is that men 
usually have a lot of drive; they are quite aggressive and have a lot 
of willpower. So you often find monks becoming internally aggressive 
towards themselves. They try to exterminate anger, destroy fear, wipe 
out jealousy and annihilate lust. But where does that get you? You get 
so stiff that your head aches. You become internally sterilized; you are 
just dried up like a desert. There is nothing, no emotion – just willpower 
sitting there. You develop a lot of strength that way because it does 
take a lot of strength to maintain that attitude for any length of time, 
but it is also fragile, in the sense that it can be easily upset. It becomes 
very dependent on blind will, not on wisdom or love – not on anything 
that is malleable, flexible, and receptive.

So until a monk begins to open up to the inner female, he has no 
balance. For a man to learn to be a receptive, sensitive being, he has to 
stop using his willpower and forcing issues all the time. He has to let go 
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of things and become kind, gentle and patient with himself – and with 
others. He needs to learn how to be extremely patient with the people 
he finds irritating.

One time, Ajahn Chah pointed this out to me when I was going 
through one of those phases of willpower. There was one monk in 
the monastery who really irritated me. I couldn’t bear him. Just at 
the sound of his voice I would feel aversion arising in my mind. I 
asked Ajahn Chah what to do, and he said, ‘Ah, that monk is very 
good for you. He’s your real friend. All those nice friends, those other 
bhikkhus that you get on so well with, they aren’t very good for you. 
It’s that one who’s really going to help you.’ Because Ajahn Chah was 
a wise man, I considered seriously what he said. And I began to see 
that somehow I had to just totally accept that monk – accept the 
irritation – and let him be as he was. The masculine energy always 
tends to want to set someone right: ‘Let me tell you what’s wrong 
with you.’ But to find the feminine quality of acceptance – to just 
sit there and let that monk be irritating and to bear with the inner 
irritation – I had to learn how to be patient. I began to understand 
what it meant to find that balance within, because I could see that I 
had been out of balance. 

With the nuns, the imbalance tends to be the opposite. Oftentimes, 
women would rather be accepting of everything, no matter what it 
is. They are often willing to be told what they should do next. But to 
relate to the inner male, a woman needs to find that in herself which 
she can trust – that which is strong within her, that which is guiding – 
instead of waiting for some external authority figure to tell her what 
she should do. I see that it’s difficult for many women to trust in their 
own strength. Often, they find a lack of confidence in themselves. It 
takes the willingness not to just wait and be receptive to things as they 
come, but to be firm in a situation. In general, women need to develop 
a sense of strength; they must trust in being wise rather than wait for 
some external wise person to direct them.
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We need to be reminded of our opposite so we can use the external 
balance, the external male and female, as reminders of the internal 
male and female. One can use a marital relationship or a monastic 
situation wisely in this way. If you forget and become lost in your 
habitual tendencies, then whenever you see the opposite, that is a 
chance to remember. Rather than just seeing the opposite sex through 
the eyes of sexual attraction, or desire, or judgement, or just through 
the discriminative faculty, you can use the situation to remind yourself 
to open up within. That way, for a man, all women can be symbols for 
the internal female, so there can be a sense of respect for all women, 
because they represent that symbol. I assume men can serve the same 
symbolic function for women.

Opening	to	the	Context	of	Our	Life
With an attitude of openness, we are working with life as it happens. 
We can use the way life actually is for us – as husband or wife, teacher 
or pupil, parent or child – whatever our role. We need to reflect on 
our own situation in order to know how best to relate to our parents. 
Then we have to be mindful as we help our children to relate to us 
in skilful ways. Children need guidelines. They need to have the right 
suggestions, the discipline and the conditions that will guide them 
toward knowing how to pay respect and towards knowing their duties 
as a child to their parents. 

Now we should not consider duty, in this sense, to be an onerous, 
burdensome responsibility. Rather, it’s an opportunity because we find 
life’s joy in the duties we perform in being able to give, help and love. It 
is a joy to give blessings and to be worthy of receiving them.

Noting the way society is now, we don’t try to revolutionize it. We 
know we can’t really effect much change on the general level of society 
at this time, but we can become clearer in our minds about ourselves. 
We can consider what we can do as one individual human being within 
the context of our life right now. Whether we are living alone, living 
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with others, married, unmarried, happy, unhappy, with children, 
without children – we can begin to open our minds to the situation, 
rather than just react to it.

Life flows and changes, so we are called upon to open our hearts to 
life’s flux and to learn how to adapt, rather than taking fixed positions 
and rigid views. We have to accept our own humanity.

That takes humour, doesn’t it? Without humour, life is pretty dreadful. 
But with humour, and just by being more generous, open and receptive, 
we can appreciate the foibles, weaknesses and human problems we all 
share. We are not endlessly criticizing, demanding and judging, neither 
are we just blindly wallowing in our humanity. But we are reflecting on 
our human condition, because we have the opportunity to transcend it. 
Being a monk or a nun, a parent or a child, a husband or a wife – being a 
human being – is not an end in itself. It’s only a transition. It can never 
be a perfect state in itself. It’s merely a convention.

*       *       *

Question: How about non-attachment within a relationship?
AS: First, you must recognize what attachment is, and then you let go. 
That’s when you realize non-attachment. However, if you’re coming 
from the view that you shouldn’t be attached, then that’s still not it. 
The point is not to take a position against attachment, as if there were a 
commandment against it; the point is to observe. We ask the questions, 
‘What is attachment? Does being attached to things bring happiness 
or suffering?’ Then we begin to have insight. We begin to see what 
attachment is, and then we can let go.

If you’re coming from a high-minded position in which you think 
you shouldn’t be attached to anything, then you come up with ideas 
like, ‘Well, I can’t be a Buddhist because I love my wife, because I’m 
attached to my wife. I love her, and I just can’t let her go. I can’t send 
her away.’ Those kinds of thoughts come from the view that you 
shouldn’t be attached.
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The recognition of attachment doesn’t mean that you get rid of your 
wife. It means you free yourself from wrong views about yourself and 
your wife. Then you find that there’s love there, but it’s not attached. 
It’s not distorting, clinging and grasping. The empty mind is quite 
capable of caring about others and loving in the pure sense of love. But 
any attachment will always distort that.

If you love someone and then start grasping, things get complicated; 
then what you love causes you pain. For example, you love your children, 
but if you become attached to them, then you don’t really love them 
anymore because you’re not with them as they are. You have all kinds of 
ideas about what they should be and what you want them to be. You want 
them to obey you, and you want them to be good, and you want them 
to pass their exams. With this attitude, you’re not really loving them, 
because if they don’t fulfil your wishes, you feel angry and frustrated and 
averse to them. So attachment to children prevents us from loving them. 
But as we let go of attachment, we find that our natural way of relating is 
to love. We find that we are able to allow our children to be as they are, 
rather than having fixed ideas of what we want them to be.

When I talk to parents, they say how much suffering there is in 
having children, because there’s a lot of wanting. When we’re wanting 
them to be a certain way and not wanting them to be another way, we 
create this anguish and suffering in our minds. But the more we let go 
of that, the more we discover an amazing ability to be sensitive to, and 
aware of, children as they are. Then, of course, that openness allows 
them to respond rather than just react to our attachment. You know, a 
lot of children are just reacting to our saying, ‘I want you to be like this.’

The empty mind – the pure mind – is not a blank where you’re not 
feeling or caring about anything. It’s an effulgence of the mind. It’s a 
brightness that is truly sensitive and accepting. It’s an ability to accept 
life as it is. When we accept life as it is, we can respond appropriately 
to the way we’re experiencing it, rather than just reacting out of fear 
and aversion.



35   I    Education for Life

The word ‘educate’ comes ultimately from the Latin word ‘educare’, 
which means ‘to lead forth.’ Knowing its etymology, we can reflect on 
the meaning of the word ‘education.’ If it is ‘something that leads forth’, 
what is it leading us towards? When we are educating people, what is our 
intention? Furthermore, leading implies a kind of gentleness, doesn’t it? 
When you lead someone, you are not forcing them. And, if you are going 
to lead, you have to be worthy of respect and of being followed.

Leading	by	Example
No one wants to learn even the finest ideals from someone who is not 
actually living those ideals. It would be hypocrisy. We feel averse and 
rebellious when someone tells us to be good and they themselves are 
not being good. So, if those who are educating are not worthy, then 
instead of leading students forth, they have to drive them. Then we 
have education that is geared toward compelling, bribing and appealing 
to competitive instincts.

Most of us have an inclination to prove ourselves superior to 
others. When this is used in education it creates a strong sense of envy, 
feelings of inferiority or an attitude of superiority and arrogance. All 
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of these are conditions of mind that lead to suffering and depression. 
In a competitive system, winning is the important thing, and there 
can be only one winner. But in a cooperative system, the aim is to lead 
everyone to develop their own potential so they can use their lives for 
the benefit of themselves and society. Therefore ‘leading forth’ also 
implies that each individual should be taken into account.

In my experience with school, I observed many teachers who were 
not really leading. One has to make a living, so teachers are sometimes 
in education only for the salary. When I think of my own school days, 
I remember there were always a few outstanding teachers who really 
gave to their students and were themselves worthy of respect. But 
sometimes the standards in the school are not those that encourage the 
teachers to be worthy of leading forth. It’s merely a matter of paying 
teachers salaries for doing their jobs during certain hours and then 
granting them time off. In this situation, a teacher can begin to look at 
education as a job – something one does to make money – rather than 
as something one is offering to society.

There is a need for both the teachers and the schools to see 
education as more than a career. Teachers don’t have to be like monks 
or nuns, but their purpose should be one of generosity. Their intention 
should be to make themselves worthy of leading; they should try to be 
the kind of people who arouse respect and trust. This is an important 
reflection for our society, isn’t it? Society needs to have exemplary 
citizens including not just monks and nuns, but also teachers, 
professional people and state officials – from the Prime Minister or 
the President on down to all adults.

Beyond Vocational Training
Ideally, education should be seen as something that prepares people 
for life, but it is often considered to be merely a conditioning process 
that prepares students to read and write. It teaches them to pass 
examinations, get jobs and make money while they are young. But it 
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offers them nothing outside of that for when they get old, or for the 
times when they can’t find jobs. Somehow education seems irrelevant 
to the needs of many people because it has not prepared them for 
anything other than getting a job.

But having a job is only part of one’s life. We work only so many 
hours a day, and so many years of our life. And now we find that society 
is developing in a way that might allow us to work fewer hours or fewer 
years; there is a possibility now for early retirement. But this frightens 
many people. They say, ‘What will I do with my time if they retire me at 
fifty-five?’ Buddhist monks can’t retire at fifty-five. I asked the Sangha 
if I could retire at fifty-five, and they said, ‘No.’ But for people who are 
not Buddhist monks or nuns, there is the potential not to be obliged to 
spend an entire life working in a job. It’s possible.

However, unemployment is generally regarded as a blight on 
society. We say, ‘Isn’t it horrible that so many people are unemployed?’ 
We don’t say, ‘Isn’t it wonderful that many people don’t have to work 
in factories and in boring offices, doing routine, numbing kinds of 
jobs?’ We don’t think how wonderful that is; we think how terrible. We 
think we are not being fair to our youth when there is unemployment 
because they don’t have boring, routine, unfulfilling work to do, and 
they are not making money. Our education makes us believe that if 
we aren’t making money, we aren’t doing anything. We are somehow 
inferior or worthless.

Modern education doesn’t prepare us to investigate the limitations 
of being a human being, or to ask questions like, ‘What is life about? 
What is it for? What does it mean to be a human being living on a 
planet?’ Such questioning requires the reflective type of thinking; 
we must open the mind to what we are actually feeling, thinking, 
experiencing and sensing – to the limitations of our own humanity. If 
you don’t know your limitations then you tend to overextend yourself 
and drive yourself. Or you can limit yourself with feelings of inferiority. 
Either extreme can lead to emotional problems.
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In the human mind, we have many kinds of impulses, some worthy 
of respect, some not. There is the whole continuum, from the most 
noble impulses to the meanest. So in our meditation and in the practice 
of Dhamma, we become acquainted with that in ourselves which we 
can respect. It is very important to find that in yourself, and to live in 
a way that you find worthy of respect. It’s important to contemplate, 
‘How should I live as a human being in this society? What should I do, 
as a mother or father, husband or wife, teacher, lawyer, businessman, 
merchant, craftsman or whatever? How can I use my abilities, the qualities 
that I have, for a purpose that I can respect?’ When there is this attitude, 
we are educating ourselves to learn about life and incline toward worthy 
pursuits; our perceptions are in harmony with what is true and good.

On the other hand, we can condition an individual human being, 
or a whole nation of people, to believe in the wrong things. We can be 
filled with superstitions, or with beliefs and perceptions of the world 
that are totally misguided.

This is much more possible with modern humanity than with 
primitive humanity. In our modern world we live in quite an artificial 
environment, and there is the danger that we can lose our connection 
to the natural processes of planetary life; we can end up living in ivory 
towers of delusion. We might have contempt for tribal people, feeling 
that they are living in a world of superstition, but we should realize 
that, in fact, they are very much in contact with their environment. 
They might perceive it in a way that is different from ours, but they are 
very aware of the environment they are living in and they often live in 
complete harmony with it.

As modern civilization develops and people are conditioned by 
ideas, we tend to become the slaves of the mass media. We can watch 
television and fill our minds with utter trivia. We can live in a world 
of complete artifice and totally forget the natural flow and movement 
of planetary life. We can even lose contact with our own bodies. If 
there is no antidote from our family, religious tradition or educational 
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system, we can lose our sense of the sacredness of life; we can become 
bound to gross sensual attraction, intellectual distraction or emotional 
indulgence. And of course, through that, we tend to become increasingly 
neurotic and depressed. All the problems of modern society can be 
traced to our own delusions and our blind acceptance of the artifices 
that our society provides for us. 

Now, the Buddha would always tell newly ordained monks to go 
off and live in the forest. What was the purpose of that? Well, what 
does that do to the mind when you go out and look at a forest? From 
my own experience, looking at nature that has been left uncorrupted, 
untouched by humanity’s desires and fears, tends to calm me down. If 
you live in a forest for very long, you begin to feel calm. The things that 
grow there are not the kind of conditions that are deluding. They are 
just what they are; they are not pretending to be otherwise. Whereas so 
much of what humanity creates, builds or recreates, is false and seldom 
brings a sense of calm.

Teaching Our Common Humanity
Modern society has advantages, though. Because of the technology that 
modern civilization has produced, we now can perceive the world in 
universal ways. London is not very far away from Bangkok, Washington 
D.C. or any other place on the planet. At one time, Britain was for the 
British; most people were Christians, and the majority belonged to the 
Church of England. It was easy in those days to have a sense of national 
unity, with everybody sharing the same cultural attitudes, religious 
beliefs and moral values. But Britain doesn’t have that sense of security 
anymore. One no longer knows what the majority of people want, or 
what they feel or cherish. Nobody agrees on religion. Britain is multi-
religious, multi-racial, multi-everything. And, to a certain extent, such 
changes are happening in every country.

This trend has advantages and disadvantages. A disadvantage is 
confusion. British society has ideals; it wants to do the right thing. It’s 
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certainly not a mean, selfish or uncaring society. But it’s very confused, 
because there is no common ground anymore. There is endless 
bickering and quarrelling among classes and religious groups. Nobody 
knows how to agree on anything.

There is no common factor except our humanity. We are all human 
beings experiencing the same kind of suffering. We all get old, get 
sick and die. We all experience anguish and despair, grief and sorrow, 
even though we might speak different languages, look different, eat 
in different ways and react to things in different ways. So we need to 
bring the common ground of humanity into our consciousness, the 
common human experience of suffering. And this is something that 
needs to be emphasized in education. We need to bring this up into our 
own minds, and into the minds of others. We need to acknowledge this 
common human experience, whether it’s in Ethiopia or in Buckingham 
Palace, in the White House or in Baghdad, the suffering is exactly the 
same. Men and women of all races and all nationalities have the same 
experiences of birth, pain, sickness, ageing and death. As humans, we 
are limited to a state of continuous discomfort, so most of our lives are 
spent just struggling to be comfortable. We try so desperately to be 
happy and comfortable – it becomes the whole purpose of life. But even 
when we feel safe and happy, we still have the same anxieties and fears. 
So suffering is common to all human beings.

And so is loving-kindness and compassion. The Buddhist concept 
of mettā, or loving-kindness, is the ability to be patient and bear 
with the imperfections in our life, our society and ourselves. The 
attitude of loving-kindness is a universal value. You can have mettā 
for Christians, for Buddhists, for Jews, for every political group and 
for all classes of society.

This attitude of mettā is not missing in any of us. It’s just that we 
tend to overlook it when we are caught up in our frantic drives and 
compulsions. We are so involved in our conditioning that we miss the 
levelling quality of patience, forgiveness, kindness and gentleness. 
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But when we open ourselves, and free ourselves from the delusions of 
our conditioning, we come into contact with mettā. This is universal, 
whether we are educated, uneducated, male or female. This is not the 
prerogative of any elite class or of any religious group. The mind that 
is spacious and all-embracing is the common ground; it’s where we see 
things in perspective, rather than from some extreme position.

Right education is that which leads children, adults, monks, nuns, 
Christians, Hindus, Muslims – the whole lot – towards what we have in 
common, rather than emphasizing what separates us.

*       *       *

Question: Why do you want to teach people about Buddhism?
AS: Because people want to know. As a Buddhist monk, you see, I can’t 
teach unless I’m asked. This is one of the rules of the monastic discipline. 
I couldn’t just go up to you and say, ‘You should become a Buddhist.’ 
But if you come and say, ‘Would you tell me about Buddhism?’ or ‘What 
are you anyway? What do you believe in?’ then I can tell you.

When I came to England, it was on an invitation; I was invited here 
by English Buddhists. I would never have come here had I not been 
invited. This way a monk or nun is not a missionary; we’re not trying to 
convert anyone. But we’re always making ourselves available for those 
who come and ask or are interested.

The tradition requires a Buddhist monk or nun to live in a way that 
arouses the faith of the lay community and inspires them. That means 
we have to live in a moral way that good people will respect. Then 
people are motivated to come and ask us, ‘What do you believe in?’ or 
‘Why do you shave your head?’ And we can tell them. So it’s always a 
process of answering questions, rather than trying to convert people or 
convince them of anything.

Here in the West, where there is no long tradition of Buddhism, 
people ask, ‘What good are Buddhist monks?’ People can have the 
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idea that we’re just parasites on society, that we’re just loafers who 
don’t work. They ask, ‘What are you doing for the peace of the world?’ 
This kind of question comes up quite often, because the Western 
mind tends to see goodness as something active. But the monastic 
tradition is not assertive. The quality of our life occasions people to 
examine their own. Our presence provides the opportunity for people 
to question and reflect.

 



36   I    A Perfect Society

When the sun shines and everything is just as it should be, it helps us to 
see our mental tendency to complain or criticize. We can see that the 
sensory world, at its best, can only be this good. When you contemplate 
it, you see there is a limit to how good things can be for a human being; 
to know our limitations is what we call human wisdom. We need to see 
and contemplate these limits in order to know what is really the best 
we can expect on the sensory plane. Otherwise, we tend to complain, 
even when everything is at its best. Our ability to think and imagine 
gives us the potential for visualizing something even better.

Now in the same way, society can never be perfect. We can have an 
image or ideal for a perfect society that we can use as a guideline or 
goal. But we can’t expect society to be perfect continuously, because 
part of the perfection lies in the fact that everything changes; nothing 
can remain the same. Just as a rose reaches its perfect fullness, perfect 
form, perfect fragrance and then changes, so societies reach peaks 
and then degenerate. This is the natural movement of all conditioned 
phenomena. Any sensory condition follows that pattern.

Contemplating the arising and ceasing of conditions allows us to 
understand them. We are not just caught in the arising and ceasing of 
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the world – or of the human body – like a helpless creature that has no 
way of knowing what is beyond conditions. We actually have the ability 
to transcend the world, society, the body and the self. All that we can 
possibly conceive of or believe in – what is most dear and precious, 
what is most frightening – we can transcend.

Transcendence in the Perfect Society
What do I mean by transcendence? To ‘transcend the world’ sounds like 
you are somehow getting out of the whole thing by going somewhere 
else. To many people it would mean that you had left the world behind, 
that you were no longer interested in or concerned about it in any way, 
that you lived on a totally different plane.

But before we consider that, let’s contemplate what we mean by the 
world. With our materialist mind, which has been conditioned through 
education and geography courses, we tend to see the world as a map or 
globe. We think the world is the planet Earth, and so to transcend the 
planet Earth we have to get off it somehow – perhaps we have to go up 
to the moon. However, when Buddhists talk about the world, we are 
talking about the mind, because that’s what we live in. Even the concept 
of the planet is a concept of the mind. Any opinions we have about the 
world, about ourselves, about other beings, about other planets, are in 
fact conditions that arise and cease in the mind. Normally, we think the 
world is something we must seek as an external object; we say, ‘We’ll 
go and study the world’, meaning, we’ll go to other countries on the 
planet. But that’s not it. You don’t have to go anywhere to see through 
the world so that you can transcend it. If you simply open your mind, 
you begin to notice the way things actually are, and you see that all that 
arises ceases.

Here on this planet, we can perceive perfection in form and 
colour. Try to imagine forms and colours more perfect than those we 
see in flowers. Our precedent for perfection is what we have already 
perceived in form and colour; we judge by what we’ve already seen. 
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And yet beauty changes; it’s not static. The seasons change. All the 
leaves fall off the trees, all the flowers disappear. Everything becomes 
bleak, almost monotone, in winter when there is hardly any noticeable 
contrast, except in the shades of dark and light. Now we might say 
that spring is more beautiful than winter, if we prefer vibrant colours, 
beautiful flowers, and the kind of energy that spring brings. But if we 
open our minds, we also begin to recognize the subtle beauty of winter. 
We can appreciate the lack of colour and silence of winter as much as 
the energy of spring. 

This appreciation comes from not having opinions about things 
being perfect in a static way. It comes from seeing that the rose is 
a perfect rose in spring, summer, autumn, and winter. For static 
perfection, you need a plastic rose, but that’s never as satisfying. By 
reflecting in this way, we begin to open to the perfection of nature and 
the sensory world. Our view of perfection is no longer a fixed idea. We 
don’t feel that things have to be only one way to be perfect, and we 
don’t feel that it’s the end of perfection when things change in a way 
that we don’t like. We’re not clinging to a static idea of how the world 
should be; instead, we see it for what it is. 

Transcendence means not clinging to the world; it doesn’t mean 
floating up into the sky away from the world. It means living within all 
the sensory conditions of the human form, but no longer being deluded 
by them. When one uses the ability to reflect and contemplate existence 
until one sees it clearly as it is, that is what we call transcending the 
world. So in transcending the world, one can still act and live in the 
world, but in a very clear and pure way because the world is no longer 
a delusion. One is not expecting the world to be anything other than 
what it is – and the world is the mind itself. 

‘Arahant’ is the Pali term for one who has no more delusions at all 
about the nature of the world. That is the term we use for a perfected 
human being – one who has transcended the world, but who still lives 
in the world, working in the world for the welfare of other beings. If 
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you have seen through the sense of self and let go of selfish interest 
in the world, then what else is there to do? Certainly you don’t live 
your life for a false sense of self anymore, if that has been transcended. 
Someone who has total self-disinterest no longer thinks in terms of 
getting rewards for what they do, not even gratitude or praise. An 
arahant lives the life of a human being for the welfare of others and the 
society. So we could say that the perfect society would be a society of 
enlightened ones, arahants who have transcended the world. 

Duties of a Wise Ruler
In reflecting on the perfect society, I think it’s relevant to consider 
what the perfect leader, or ruler, might be like. The Pali Canon lists the 
ten rājadhammā, the virtues and duties of a wise ruler.

The first virtue is dāna, which means generosity or giving. Any 
kind of ruler – a universal monarch, a prime minister, a president, a 
chairman – needs to have a sense of generosity because this is what 
opens the heart of a human being. Just reflect on the act of giving 
without expecting anything in return. When we give something we like 
or want to somebody else, that action opens the heart. And it always 
engenders a sense of nobility. Humanity is at its best when it gives what 
it loves, what it wants, to others.

The next virtue is sīla, or high moral conduct. A ruler should be 
impeccable in morality, a human being you can fully trust. Whether 
you agree with a ruler’s actions or political positions isn’t terribly 
important; it’s the moral integrity of the ruler that’s most important, 
because you can’t trust someone who isn’t moral. People can 
easily feel suspicious about someone who is not fully committed to 
refraining from cruelty, from killing, from taking things that have 
not been given, from sexual misconduct, from false speech and from 
addictive drugs and drink. These standards of restraint are the basic 
moral precepts, the sīla, that you are expected to keep if you consider 
yourself a Buddhist.
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The third virtue is pariccāga or self-sacrifice. This means giving up 
personal happiness, safety and comfort for the welfare of the nation. 
Self-sacrifice is something we need to consider. Are we willing to 
sacrifice personal comfort, privilege and convenience for the welfare of 
our families? In the past fifty years or so, self-sacrifice has almost come 
to be regarded with contempt; it is put down as being foolish or naive. It 
seems that the tendency is to think of ourselves first, asking, ‘What has 
this government done for me? What can I get out of it?’ But whenever 
I’ve thought in those ways, I’ve felt that I could not respect myself. In 
contrast, the times when I sacrificed myself, I’ve always felt that it was 
the right thing to do. Giving up personal interest, convenience and 
comfort for the welfare of others – that is always something that I look 
back on now without regret.

The fourth virtue is ajjava, which is honesty and integrity. This 
means more than not telling lies to others; it means being honest with 
yourself, as well. You have to be undeluded by the desires and fears in 
your own mind in order to have a sense of personal honesty in which 
you are not blaming or condemning yourself or others or looking at the 
world in the wrong way.

The fifth virtue is maddava, which means kindness or gentleness. 
Living in the West, I’ve noticed that there is a tremendous desire for 
kindness and gentleness, and an idealism that reflects that desire. But 
what one finds in actual daily life is a kind of harshness towards oneself 
or others, a tendency to make harsh judgements, to react with anger 
and to regard kindness as a bit soppy and wet. Gentleness is considered 
weak. So, in our monasteries, we’ve emphasized the practice of mettā, 
which is loving-kindness towards oneself and others. When we hold 
to high standards and ideals, we often lack kindness; we are always 
looking at how things should be, and we become frustrated with life 
as it is. This frustration can make us angry and cruel. To be kind and 
gentle can seem wishy-washy and weak, and yet it is a virtue that a wise 
ruler should have.
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The sixth virtue is tapa, which means austerity or self-control – 
giving up what you don’t really need. The seventh virtue is akkodha, 
which is non-anger, non-impulsiveness, calmness. This one is quite 
difficult because it’s hard to remain calm in the midst of confusion and 
chaos, when things are frustrating. It’s easier to act just on impulse, 
speaking or acting in anger.

The eighth virtue is avihiṁsā, which means not using violent means 
against anyone, not being oppressive or forcing your will on other 
people. Even high-mindedness can be oppressive, can’t it? If you live 
with people who have very high standards and high ideals, they can 
push you down all the time with their ideas. It’s a kind of violence, 
even though they might believe in non-violence and think they are 
not acting with violence. That’s why we often tend to see high moral 
ideals as hypocrisy. When we talk about morality now, some people get 
very tense because they think of morality as being oppressive, as it was 
in Victorian times when people were intimidated and frightened by 
moral judgements. But that is not avihiṁsā. Avihiṁsā is non-oppression.

Next is khanti, which is patience, forbearance and tolerance. To be 
non-oppressive and non-violent, not to follow anger, one needs to be 
patient. We need to bear with what is irritating, frustrating, unwanted, 
unlovable and unbeautiful. We need to forbear, rather than reacting 
violently to it, oppressing it or annihilating it.

The last virtue is avirodhana, which means non-deviation from 
righteousness, or conformity to the law – the Dhamma. Non-deviation 
from righteousness sounds oppressive, doesn’t it? When we become 
righteous, we can often become oppressive. I’ve seen it in myself. When 
I get full of righteous indignation I come at people like a demon, like the 
Old Testament God: ‘Thou shalt not!’ I can be pretty frightening when 
I’m righteous. But avirodhana isn’t that kind of patriarchal, oppressive 
righteousness; rather, it is knowing what is right, what is appropriate to 
time and place. In the West, we tend to believe that thinking rationally 
and being reasonable is right. So everything that seems rational or 
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reasonable, we think of as right, whereas everything that is irrational or 
unreasonable, we see as wrong. We don’t trust it. But when we attach to 
reason, we often lack patience, because we are not open to the movement 
and flow of emotion. We overlook the spaciousness of life. We are so 
attached to time, efficiency, quickness of thought and the perfection of 
rational thinking that we view temporal conditions as reality, and we no 
longer notice space. So the emotional nature – the feeling, the intuitive, 
the psychic – all are dismissed, neglected and annihilated.

Avirodhana, or conformity to the Dhamma, entails a steadiness in 
one’s life that enables one to conform to the way things are. The only 
reason we don’t conform to it is that we don’t know it. Human beings 
are quite capable of believing in anything at all, so we tend to go every 
which way and follow any old thing. But once we discover the Dhamma, 
our only inclination is to conform to the law of the way things are. 

The Wise Ruler Within
So these are the ten rājadhammā, the virtues of a universal ruler. We 
might think, ‘Well, that’s what the prime minister or president should 
be doing. Maybe we should send them the list and leave it up to them.’ 
But we can also ask, ‘Where within ourselves might we find the wise 
ruler?’ This is the way of reflection.

You can apply these virtues to the practical experience of being 
a human being, rather than just looking at them as a way of judging 
the present rulers of the world. We could get into a lot of interesting 
criticisms if we decided to see how much dāna, sīla or pariccāga the 
president or prime minister has. But that would be of no value. We 
could figure out what they should do, but we wouldn’t have the vaguest 
idea of what we should do – how our lives should change. Yet the more 
we move towards developing the wise ruler within, the more chance 
there is of actually getting a wise ruler outside, sometime.

We can, in daily life, move toward these virtues. They are not to 
be used as judgements against ourselves, to say: ‘Oh, I’m not generous 
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enough; my morality isn’t good enough; I’m too selfish to think of 
sacrificing myself.’ But we look at this list in order to aspire and move 
upward in daily life experiences. To be able to do this, we need to begin 
to know ourselves as we are, rather than making judgements about 
ourselves as we think we should be. Then, by understanding ourselves, 
we will understand everyone else, and we’ll begin to understand society.

So a perfect society can only happen when there are perfect human 
beings. And what is a perfect individual human being? One who is 
not deluded by the appearance of the sensory realm, one who has 
transcended that. When there is not a concept or an attachment to a 
selfish position, a selfish view, generosity becomes a natural way of 
relating. One wants to share. One recognizes just what is needed and 
one is willing to share the extra. The tendency towards hoarding things 
up for oneself diminishes.  

In the world today, we see a terrible discrepancy between the 
affluent Western world and the poverty-stricken Third World. We live 
at a very high standard of living, while most of the people in the world 
live at a very low standard. Many are not even able to get enough to 
eat. We can contemplate this as not being right. We can condemn the 
Western world, or we can try to justify our affluence and feel sorry for 
the Third World.

But what can we actually do about it? As individuals, we don’t have 
enough influence with the governments and leaders of the affluent 
West to really change much on that level. But we can change the way 
we relate to the world, can’t we? We can learn to practise meditation. 
And we can learn to live in a way whereby we become less and less 
selfish, so that we are willing to share what we have with others. Then 
we find the joy of sharing as the reward – but not an expected reward.

We can contemplate sīla, asking ourselves what we are doing now 
to live in a way that is not harmful to other creatures. We can refrain 
from violent actions and speech, from exploitation, from all that causes 
division, confusion, anguish and despair in the lives of other beings. 
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We can practise – with our family, with our fellow workers, with our 
society – how to live in a way that is non-violent, that is moral and in 
which we accept responsibility for what we say and do.

We can reflect on pariccāga, self-sacrifice. But by self-sacrifice, I 
don’t mean a kind of soppy martyrdom where I’m sacrificing myself 
for this no-good lot. Self-sacrifice doesn’t come from self-involvement, 
but from no longer regarding oneself as more important than anyone 
else. You have to know yourself before you can do that. The idea of 
sacrificing yourself without knowing yourself only makes you one of 
those sentimental martyrs. Self-sacrifice comes from mental clarity, 
not from sentimentality.

We can contemplate ajjava, honesty and integrity, as well as 
maddava, kindness and gentleness. We can be attentive to life in a 
way that is gentle and kind. The reason we lack kindness is not that 
we don’t want to be kind; it’s that we are too impatient to be kind. 
To be kind you have to be patient with life. To be gentle with life 
means you have to give in a lot; you can’t just bend things and force 
things to fit your ideas for your own convenience or for efficiency. 
Kindness means that you are learning – just in little things in daily 
life – to be more gentle and open, especially with things you don’t 
like or don’t want. It’s easy to be open to the things you like. For 
example, it’s easy to be kind to little children when they are being 
sweet and lovable, but to be kind to that which is annoying, irritating 
or frustrating takes considerable attention, doesn’t it? We have to 
put forth the effort not to react with aversion. It’s very good for us 
to work with the irritations of daily life in little ways – to try to be 
gentle and kind in situations in which we are inclined to be harsh, 
judgemental and cruel.

We can contemplate tapa – self-control, non-indulgence, austerity. 
Austerity is a frightening word for the modern age; it’s daunting. But 
it’s useful to ask yourself how much you really need and how much 
is just an indulgence. This questioning is not passing judgement; it’s 
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beginning to note what is the right amount, noting what is necessary 
and what is indulgence. This takes attentiveness and honesty.

We can reflect on akkodha, non-anger and non-impulsiveness; avihiṁsā, 
non-violence and non-oppression; khanti, patience and forbearance; and 
avirodhana, non-deviation from righteousness. The more we are aware of 
these virtues, the more they can manifest in our lives.

Opening to Society’s Changes
Trying to be virtuous from ideas alone can be a disaster; you just end 
up criticizing yourself. It’s like comparing all the stages of the rose 
with the rose at its best, like comparing the rose in its perfect form to 
the bud and the decayed rose. This type of comparison makes us say, 
‘I don’t like this; that is how everything should be.’ But when we see 
that the sensory world is a process – that it’s continually changing – 
we begin to appreciate it in all its forms. We no longer want to fix it in 
a static way, judging everything according to the fixed view that we 
have about it.

We can apply this perspective to our society and also to ourselves. 
We realize that even though society will never be perfect, it will – like 
the rose – reach its peak. Then we might contemplate our society and 
ask, ‘What stage has it reached? Is it at its peak? Is it past its peak?’ 
We could say, ‘It’s no good, it’s not like it used to be, it shouldn’t be 
like this’, and go on like this endlessly, getting depressed and hating it 
because it’s not at its peak. But it’s more useful to simply ask, ‘Where 
is it?’ As we open ourselves to society’s as well as our own changes – to 
the law, to the Dhamma – we can flow with society in a way that will 
give it the strength to be healthy.

*       *       *

Question: Does Buddhism favour one type of society over another? For 
example, does it recommend democracy over monarchy?
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AS: In Buddhism there is no particular attempt to describe how the 
perfect society should operate; as a monarchy or a democracy, as 
a socialist or communist state. In the Buddha’s time, there probably 
weren’t many choices. Monarchy tended to be the way, though there 
were natural democracies, also. But even monarchy in those days was 
not an oppressive system in which the king had the divine right to do 
anything he wanted at the expense of everyone else. Nowadays, we are 
conditioned to think that monarchs are degenerates who are all corrupt 
– that a monarchy is just for the privileged few and everyone else has 
to pay for it and suffer – but actually, the theory of monarchy always 
stemmed from righteousness. It wasn’t intended to be an oppressive 
system, though in many cases it became that, just as communism and 
democracy can become oppressive systems.

Western democracy, with all its so-called freedom, tends to bring 
us towards degeneration. Parents now worry about their children 
endlessly. They have lost all ability to direct their children in skilful 
ways because children now have the freedom to do anything they 
want. It seems we no longer have the right to guide or direct anyone 
toward what is right and good and beautiful. We just say, ‘You are 
free to do what you want.’ Also, communism, with all its high-minded 
idealism, actually tends to oppress. It seems to take all these lovely 
ideas of sharing, equal distribution, equality and so on, and just shove 
them down your throat. That is certainly not what we mean as the goal 
for a Buddhist society.

But in fact, all the existing structures would be workable if we 
had the right understanding. There is nothing really wrong with the 
current political structures; government agencies are quite all right 
in themselves. What is missing is the enlightened human being, the 
human being who sees clearly.

 





37   I    A Matter of Life and Death

For	those	who	practise	the	Dhamma,	 life	 is	a	time	for	contemplation	
and	reflection	on	the	way	things	are.	Even	the	death	of	our	loved	ones	is	
part	of	our	contemplation.	We	recognize	that	having	been	born	means	
that	we’re	going	to	separate	from	each	other,	that	we’ll	see	the	death	
of	those	we	know	and	that	we’ll	all	die	eventually.	So	this	involvement	
with	life	and	death	is	Dhamma	for	us.	It’s	the	way	things	are;	there’s	
nothing	wrong	with	it.	
Our	 society	 refuses	 to	 accept	 and	 really	 contemplate	 death.	 We	

are	 so	 involved	with	 life	 and	 trying	 to	make	 everything	nice	 during	
our	 lifetime	that	we	tend	to	 ignore	the	finale	of	 life.	So	we’re	totally	
unequipped	for	it.	 If	you	think	of	what	the	most	important	events	in	
a	human	life	are,	you	realize	they	are	birth	and	death.	Well,	the	idea
of	birth	–	of	having	babies	–	 is	dear	 to	 the	hearts	of	people,	but	 the
idea	 of	 death	 is	 baffling.	What	 happens	when	 somebody	 dies?	What	
does	it	mean?
The	very	perception	of	death	 leaves	us	 in	 a	 state	of	not-knowing	

exactly	 what’s	 happened.	 What	 happened	 to	 that	 person	 we	 once	
perceived	as	being	alive?	Where	did	he	go?	Did	he	go	anywhere,	or	is	
death	just	oblivion?	Heaven,	hell,	oblivion	–	does	anybody	know?
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What	we	can	know	is	that	we	don’t	know.	We	can	know	that	we’re	
still	alive,	and	we	haven’t	died	yet,	and	we	can	know	that	we	don’t	know	
what	happens	when	somebody	dies.	Now	this	may	not	seem	like	a	lot,	
but	it	 is	very	important,	because	most	people	fail	to	understand	that	
they	 don’t	 know.	 Instead,	 some	 people	will	 believe	 anything,	 they’ll	
settle	for	anything,	any	kind	of	speculation	or	creepy	idea.

Dying Before Death
The	way	of	meditation	is	the	way	to	die	before	your	body	dies.	It’s	a	way	
of	dying	before	death	and	dying	to	death	so	that,	poetically	speaking,	
death	is	dead,	rather	than	anything	else.	By	‘death’,	I’m	talking	about	that	
perception	in	the	mind.	If	the	perception	of	death	is	taken	personally,	
then	we	become	 frightened	because	we	 think	we’re	going	 to	die.	Our	
perception	of	being	alive	is	based	on	the	view	that	this	body	is	mine	and	
that	I	am	this	body	–	so	the	perception	of	death	is	frightening.	We	live	in	
a	world	of	anxiety	and	fear	over	the	death	of	our	bodies,	separation	from	
what	we	love,	or	the	mystery	of	what	happens	when	we	die.	We	wonder,	
‘Is	 it	worth	being	good,	 following	moral	precepts	 and	being	kind?	Or	
should	we	not	be	bothered	because	it	doesn’t	matter?	Is	this	universe	
without	any	moral	principles,	so	that	you	can	murder	and	steal	and	lie	
and	cheat	because	it	doesn’t	really	matter?	After	death,	is	it	just	oblivion,	
or	do	our	actions	in	this	human	form	affect	what	happens	next?’	Well,	
we	could	speculate	about	these	questions	for	the	rest	of	our	lives!
However,	the	Buddha	pointed	not	to	any	speculation	about	life	and	

death,	but	to	the	way	things	are	in	our	living	experience.	And	this	 is	
what	 meditation	 is	 about.	 It’s	 an	 investigation,	 an	 examination,	 a	
profound	looking	into	the	way	things	are.	We	examine	what	the	body	
is,	what	our	feelings	are	and	what	makes	us	feel	joy	and	serenity.	We	
see	for	ourselves	what	desire	and	attachment	really	are	and	we	watch	
conditions	arise	and	cease.
Dying	before	death	is	allowing	that	which	has	arisen	to	cease.	This	

teaching	is	about	the	mind;	we’ll	let	the	body	die	when	it’s	time	for	it	to	
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die.	If	it	lives	another	minute,	or	another	fifty	years,	or	another	eighty	
years,	or	whatever	–	 that’s	up	 to	 the	body.	We’re	 in	no	hurry	 to	die,	
nor	are	we	trying	to	live	longer	than	necessary.	We	allow	this	body	to	
live	its	lifespan,	because	it’s	not-self;	it	does	not	belong	to	us.	However	
long	this	body	breathes	and	lives	is	all	right.	It’s	not	mine	anyway.	But	
during	 the	 time	 that	 it’s	 alive,	 there’s	 an	 opportunity	 to	 die	 before	
death:	to	die	to	ignorance	and	selfishness;	to	die	to	greed,	hatred	and	
delusion;	to	let	all	these	things	die;	to	let	them	go	and	let	them	cease.	
So	one	is	observing	death	as	it’s	really	happening,	as	the	ending,	the	
cessation	of	these	things	we	tend	to	regard	as	ourself,	but	are	merely	
mortal	conditions.	

Human beings tend to interpret every form of greed, hatred and 
delusion	 as	 a	 personal	 thing.	 We	 think,	 ‘I’m	 greedy,	 I’m	 angry,	 I’m	
deluded.	And	because	 I	 am,	 you	 are.’	 So	 the	 I-am-you-are	 conviction	
creates	the	illusion	of	my	being	a	personality.	But	what	is	personality?	
What	is	self?	What	is	it	really?	We	can	observe	the	fear	of	letting	go	of	
our	personality	when	we	notice	the	subtle	thought,	‘If	I’m	not	obsessed	
with	myself,	 then	what’s	going	 to	be	 left?	 I’ll	dissolve	and	disappear	
into	a	void.	If	I	don’t	make	a	lot	of	kamma	for	myself	–	have	interesting	
neurotic	problems,	go	to	psychiatrists,	spend	hours	talking	about	my	
fears	and	anxieties,	make	emotional	attachments	–	what	then?’	We	can	
see	how	afraid	we	are	of	letting	go	of	our	personality.
Family	relationships	provide	a	good	example.	If	you	have	children,	

you	might	say,	 ‘How	can	I	not	be	attached	to	my	children?’	Well,	you	
don’t	have	 to	 throw	your	children	 into	a	 crater	 to	convince	yourself	
you’re	not	attached	 to	 them!	Dying	 to	 selfishness,	 letting	 selfishness	
die,	doesn’t	mean	that	you	don’t	love	your	children.	It	means	you’re	no	
longer	attached	to	the	perception	of	you	as	someone	whose	happiness	
is	dependent	on	the	belief	that	these	children	are	yours,	that	they	love	
you,	 that	 they	can’t	 live	without	you	and	that	you	can’t	 live	without	
them.	We	can	create	a	whole	sticky	web	of	delusion	about	children.	We	
call	it	‘loving	our	children’	when	actually,	that	love	is	caught	up	in	the	
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web	of	attachment	and	ignorance.	Very	little	love	can	really	happen	in	
that	kind	of	relationship.
So	love	doesn’t	mean	attachment.	It	means	being	able	to	see	clearly,	

to	 be	 joyous	 and	 selfless,	 to	 give	 freely	 and	 to	 serve	 others	without	
selfish	 interests.	 It’s	 being	 able	 to	 live	without	 the	 views	 of	me	 and	
mine,	and	without	the	kind	of	misery	that	we	can	create	around	our	
parents,	our	children,	our	husband,	our	wife,	our	friends	–	our	world.
Perhaps	death	is	the	awakening	from	the	dream	of	life.	Have	you	ever	

thought	of	it	like	that?	Life	lived	with	a	self-view	can	be	a	living	death,	
a	 continuous	kind	of	misery	 and	 fear	 that	 swarms	within	our	minds.	
Depression	 is	 death.	 Despair	 is	 death.	 Fear,	 desire	 and	 ignorance	 are	
death.	So	we	can	live	a	living	death	–	or	we	can	die	to	death	before	we	
die,	by	awakening	from	the	dream	of	life	and	from	the	illusions	of	a	self.

The Only Real Certainty
We	have	to	accept	the	limitations	of	being	born	in	a	body.	We	have	to	

bear	with	the	seeming	separateness	that	this	gives	us,	and	also	with	the	
sense	of	being	pulled	towards	the	objects	of	the	senses	all	the	time.	This	
is just part of the kamma	of	birth.	These	bodies	having	been	born,	this	is	
the	way	it	is.	But	we’re	not	judging	it,	saying	it’s	mine,	or	that	it	should	
be	this	way	or	that	way.	Instead,	we’re	noting.	This	takes	mindfulness	
–	the	ability	to	observe	and	be	open-minded	–	 in	order	to	see	how	it	
really	is.	So	this	sensory	world	as	it	is,	as	we	experience	it	within	the	
lifespan	of	this	body,	is	our	Dhamma	practice.	It’s	always	teaching	us;	
it’s	always	our	refuge	and	teacher.
As	you	can	see,	this	way	of	reflection	is	a	kind	of	turnabout	from	the	

worldly	 attitude.	Death	 is	 generally	 considered	a	 tragedy,	 something	
terrible	 and	 frightening;	 sometimes	 it’s	 considered	 morbid	 even	 to	
think	about	it.	Yet	to	me,	it	seems	very	important	to	reflect	on	it	because	
it’s	something	that’s	going	to	happen	to	me.	The	only	real	certainty	in	
life	is	death.	All	these	bodies	will	die.	The	death	of	this	body	is	one	of	
the	important	events	in	this	life.	In	our	meditation,	we’re	learning	how	
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to	die;	we’re	 learning	how	to	allow	 things	 to	flow	according	 to	 their	
nature,	how	to	be	open,	receptive	and	in	harmony	with	the	way	things	
are.	And	‘the	way	things	are’	includes	all	that	we	experience	within	our	
lives	–	even	the	illnesses,	the	ageing	process	and	death.
Even	 if	 you	 should	be	 in	perfect	health	 from	birth	 to	death,	 that	

does	not	prevent	ageing	and	death.	So	we	investigate	old	age,	sickness	
and	death,	not	for	any	morbid	reason	but	because	these	are	the	very	
processes	we’re	involved	with.	It’s	ridiculous	to	think	about	butterflies	
and	Persian	miniatures	 all	 our	 life	 and	 ignore	 the	 very	 fundamental	
processes	 of	 human	 existence.	 When	 I’m	 dying,	 I	 don’t	 imagine	 a	
butterfly	is	going	to	be	much	consolation	or	of	any	great	import.

What’s Really Important
In	our	monasteries,	we’ve	had	the	opportunity	to	be	with	several	people	
as	they	were	dying.	What	has	been	important	for	each	of	them	was	the	
Dhamma.	It	wasn’t	how	much	money	they’d	made,	or	the	achievements	
of	their	worldly	life,	or	their	failures.	At	the	time	of	death,	all	of	these	
things	seem	so	irrelevant,	so	totally	unimportant.	But	what	is	important	
is	the	Dhamma:	the	ability	to	reflect,	to	contemplate	and	to	meditate	
on	the	way	it	is.
Everything	 is	 changing	and	moving	 in	 its	own	way:	 the	 changing	

nature of the body, the way it ages, the days, the nights and the seasons 
of	the	year.	Some	things	move	quickly,	and	some	things	move	slowly,	
but	 what	 we’re	 beginning	 to	 notice	 in	 meditation	 is	 this	 changing	
energy.	We’re	cultivating	awareness	of	change	in	our	lives,	rather	than	
just	putting	 in	 time	–	doing	 things	and	 then	deluding	ourselves	 that	
our	personal	achievements	are	important	and	urgent.	If	you	follow	that	
way	of	living,	by	the	time	you	get	old	and	are	ready	to	die,	you	won’t	
know	what	really	happened	to	your	life.	You	will	have	been	just	putting	
in	time,	waiting	for	death	to	come.
The	 contemplative	mind	 stays	with	 the	way	 things	 are,	with	 the	

movement	and	change	of	energy.	So	it’s	no	longer	me	waiting	for	death,	
or	me	just	putting	in	time	and	getting	through	life	somehow	as	best	I	
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can.	There	is	mindfulness	and	there	is	investigation,	which	allows	us	to	
see	things	as	they	are.	We	are	letting	go	of	illusions	and	can	begin	to	see	
the	end	of	suffering.	
If	we’re	not	aware	of	what	 life	 is	 about,	we	get	 confused.	We	say,	

‘Why	me?	Why	do	I	have	to	get	old?	Why	do	I	have	to	have	arthritis?	
Why	do	I	have	to	be	in	this	nursing	home?	It’s	not	fair.	If	there	really	
were	a	God,	He	would	have	made	it	so	that	I	could	be	fit	as	a	fiddle	my	
whole	life	and	die	in	perfect	health.	I’d	just	suddenly	go	to	sleep	and	not	
wake	up	–	no	pain,	no	misery,	no	disgusting	things	happening.	I’d	have	
a	perfect	death,	and	I	would	never	feel	embarrassed	or	be	a	burden.	I’d	
always	be	at	my	cleanest,	nicest,	most	acceptable	and	most	pleasing.’
But	we	know,	don’t	we,	what’s	going	to	happen,	and	a	lot	of	it’s	not	

very	pretty,	very	clean	or	nice.	But	it’s	Dhamma,	isn’t	it?	It’s	the	way	
things	are.	We	begin	to	appreciate	all	of	the	Dhamma	–	not	just	the	nice	
side	of	it	–	because	we’re	seeing	it	in	perspective,	through	the	awakened	
mind	and	through	wisdom,	rather	than	through	the	self.	The	self	will	
always	be	saying,	‘Oh,	I	don’t	want	to	be	a	burden	on	anybody;	I	don’t	
want	to	have	to	lose	control	of	my	bowels.	It’ll	be	terribly	embarrassing.’	
That’s	self-view.	It’s	misery,	isn’t	it,	because	life	doesn’t	go	the	way	you	
want.	And	even	if	it	does	go	the	way	you	want,	you	still	worry	about	it.	
You	think,	 ‘What	 if?’	You	know	it’s	all	 right	now,	but	anything	could	
happen.	And	that’s	a	thought	that	causes	suffering.
Life	 is	 fraught	with	dangers,	 and	 the	 self	 is	 always	 in	danger.	 It’s	

dangerous	 to	 be	 selfish.	 So	 actually,	 the	 death	 of	 the	 self	 is	 relief	 –	
nibbāna.	 It’s	 release	 from	danger,	 from	struggle	and	 strife,	 and	 from	
all	the	suffering	that	we	produce	out	of	the	illusion	of	self.	We	live	in	a	
world,	in	a	society,	that	holds	to	that	illusion,	but	in	Dhamma	practice,	
we’re	challenging	that	illusion.	We’re	not	just	trying	to	be	clever	and	
dismiss	it,	but	are	investigating:	‘Is	this	really	the	way	it	is?	Is	this	the	
real	truth?	What	is	the	truth?’	And	we’re	no	longer	looking	for	someone	
to	come	along	and	tell	us	the	truth,	because	we	know	that	we	have	to	
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realize	it	for	ourselves.	The	truth	is	here	and	now,	to	be	seen	by	each	of	
us	for	ourselves	through	the	practice	of	mindfulness	and	wisdom.

An Occasion for Openness
When	 people	 have	 died	 in	 our	 monasteries	 over	 the	 past	 years	 	 –	
people	 with	 terminal	 illnesses	 –	 the	 monks	 and	 nuns	 nursed	 them	
through	their	death.	Since	I	had	never	done	that	before,	the	experience	
was	a	revelation	to	me.	I	actually	found	it	quite	joyful.	Ordinarily,	we
imagine	 the	 experience	 of	 death	 as	 so	 negative	 that	 we	 think,	
‘Somebody’s	dying.	 I	don’t	want	to	see.	 I	don’t	want	to	go.	 I’d	rather
go	anywhere	else’.
One	woman	who	came	to	die	–	a	Thai	woman	–	was	about	forty-three	

years	old,	and	she	had	terminal	cancer.	She	was	a	meditator,	and	she	
was	very	open	about	what	was	happening	to	her.	She	took	ordination	
as	a	nun	when	she	was	dying,	and	the	nuns	took	care	of	her.	The	monks	
would	also	sit	with	her	sometimes,	and	meditate	with	her.
Her	Thai	friends	used	to	come	from	London	to	see	her,	and	they’d	

ask	how	she	was.	I’d	say,	‘She’s	really	wonderful.’	And	they’d	say,	‘Oh,	
is	she	getting	well?’	They	were	surprised	when	I	answered,	‘No.’	They	
couldn’t	 see	how	 she	was	 very	 beautiful	 and	 very	pure	 in	her	 dying	
state.	They	just	felt	that	if	she	was	dying,	that	was	terrible.	But	when	
you	were	actually	with	her,	you	didn’t	feel	negative.	You	weren’t	eager	
for	her	to	die;	you	would	rather	she	lived,	so	there	was	a	kind	of	sadness	
involved,	but	 it	wasn’t	depressing.	Then,	when	she	actually	died,	 the	
community	was	very	uplifted	by	it.
Even	 though	 cultural	 perceptions	 of	 death	 have	 negative	

connotations,	it	is	actually	not	at	all	depressing	or	horrible	when	there	
is	the	ability	to	open	to	it.	To	be	with	someone	who	is	dying	can	even	be	
inspiring	when	you	encourage	that	kind	of	openness	within	the	dying	
person	and	within	yourself!	

*     *     *
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Question: Is	the	death	experience	important	in	Theravada	Buddhism?
AS: Yes,	 contemplation	 of	 death	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 contemplation	
of	 the	 way	 things	 are,	 of	 the	 laws	 of	 nature.	What	 I	 appreciated	 in	
Thai	 funerals	 was	 that	 they	 became	 a	 contemplation.	 You	 weren’t	
speculating	about	where	the	soul	was.	You	were	just	reflecting	on	the	
experience	 of	 somebody	 dying.	 You’d	 look	 at	 the	 corpse,	 and	 you’d	
contemplate	a	dead	body.	You	weren’t	projecting	anything	onto	it,	such	
as	ugliness.	You	could	just	watch	how	you	actually	reacted	to	it.	If	you’d	
never	 seen	 a	 human	 corpse	 before,	 and	 if	 it	was	 rotting,	 then	 you’d	
tend	to	say:	 ‘It’s	ugly.	 I	can’t	stand	the	smell.	This	 is	horrible.’	But	as	
you	got	beyond	that,	as	you	stopped	just	reacting	negatively	towards	it,	
you’d	find	that	even	the	presence	of	the	corpse	was	quite	calming.	It’s	a	
natural	process	of	decay,	and	it’s	quite	marvellous.	You	find	that	nature,	
even	 in	 its	decaying	forms,	 is	part	of	 the	perfection.	There’s	nothing	
bad	or	foul,	outside	of	your	own	projections.
One	time	I	went	to	a	hospital	in	Bangkok	where	they	would	let	the	

monks	contemplate	corpses.	This	time	they	had	a	bloated	corpse	that	
they	had	 found	 in	one	of	 the	canals.	 It	had	been	dead	about	a	week,	
and	it	was	really	foul	and	putrid,	all	bloated	with	gases,	and	maggots	
were	coming	out	of	its	eyes.	The	smell	and	the	appearance	were	really	
horrendous	at	first.	The	reaction	was	total	aversion	and	wanting	to	get	
out.	You	had	to	make	yourself	approach	it;	you	had	to	use	your	will.	And	
then	you	had	to	stand	there	accepting	the	corpse	for	what	it	was,	even	
the	odour	and	appearance.
But	 then	 something	 changed.	 Once	 the	 aversion	 and	 negativity	

stopped,	 once	 you	 got	 through	 that,	 you	 began	 to	 contemplate	 it	 as	
Dhamma	 and	 to	 appreciate	 it.	 You	 could	 appreciate	 that	 process	 as	
being	 perfect,	 realizing	 it	 as	 the	 perfection	 of	 nature.	 It’s	 a	 natural	
process,	and	it’s	not	bad	or	hideous.	It’s	about	life	and	the	way	things	
move	and	change.	When	you	can	see	the	decaying	process	from	a	calm	
clarity,	then	you	begin	to	see	nature	as	Dhamma.
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In	 Thailand	 the	 word	 for	 nature	 is	 ‘Dhamma.’	 They	 call	 it
‘Dhammachat.’	 It	means	the	natural	way	of	things,	the	 laws	of	nature.	
But in the West, we tend to have the idea that nature is something 
outside	of	religion.	There’s	a	metaphysical	structure	in	Christianity	that	
doesn’t	have	much	to	do	with	the	natural	law.	So	salvation	is	dependent	
on	believing	in	metaphysical	doctrines,	rather	than	on	understanding	
the	 natural	 law.	 According	 to	 the	 way	 I	 was	 conditioned,	 nature	 is	
something	out	there;	it’s	what	you	see.	There	are	mountains	and	trees,	
and	there	are	natural	laws,	but	they	have	very	little	to	do	with	you,	so	
you	tend	to	feel	like	an	alien.
But	your	body	operates	on	the	natural	laws;	it’s	part	of	a	planetary	

structure.	And	the	whole	process	is	part	of	a	perfect	whole.	In	Buddhism,	
when	 you	 equate	 Dhamma	 with	 the	 natural	 way	 of	 things,	 you’re	
opening	 your	 mind	 to	 the	 way	 things	 are.	 That’s	 what	 the	 Buddha	
discovered	when	he	became	enlightened;	he	realized	the	natural	way	
of	things.	And	all	of	the	false	views	of	self	and	culture	that	are	based	on	
ignorance,	fear	and	desire,	simply	dissolved	in	his	mind.





38   I    Towards the Future

Reflecting on the future is important for us. The future is what hasn’t 
happened yet; it’s the unknown. It’s the potential for what could happen, 
whether for good fortune or bad, for pleasure or pain. As Buddhists, we 
contemplate the future because we recognize that what we do in the 
present moment establishes the causes of what will happen to us in the 
future. The teaching is simple: when we do good we receive good, and 
when we do bad we receive bad. This is the law of cause and effect, or 
kamma. If we live now in a way that is harmful, unkind and selfish, it 
brings a bad result in the future. With an understanding of kamma, we 
know that it’s important now to take on the responsibility for how we 
live, what we do, and what we say. We know that it’s important to live 
this life in the human form in the right way.

The Unknown Future
The future – what is your perception of that? When you think about 
the future, what happens to your mind? Just ask yourself: what do 
you want to happen? What do you fear or dread, expect or hope? 
These are the conditions we create about the future, aren’t they? 
Expectation, speculation, guessing, hoping, longing, dreading, 
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fearing, anticipating – these are the mental states we create about the 
future because the future is unknown. We speculate a lot about the 
future. Some people go to clairvoyants or fortune tellers, and then 
they can say, ‘Maybe this will happen, or maybe that will happen.’ 
But the mode of meditation is not speculation. We are observing 
how things actually are, and what we recognize is that the future 
is unknown. It’s something vast and infinitely mysterious, with the 
potential for anything – from the best to the worst. But often, because 
we know that our bodies will die and we will be separated from what 
we love, the future involves dread in the mind. We don’t want to think 
about it too much, because it reminds us of death and separation. Our 
attachment to life, as we are experiencing it, makes us frightened of 
death. We become so attached to our life – to the human form we are 
in, to the people we love, to the things we have and to the world as 
we perceive it – that the whole thought of being separated from it can 
be very anguishing to us. So we hang desperately onto life, onto other 
people, onto things, onto a sense of stability and safety, only to have 
it all inevitably snatched away from us as time goes by. So death for us 
is one of the most frightening mysteries.

Nowadays, people like to speculate about what happens when 
people die. The materialist’s view is that you die and that’s the end. The 
reincarnationist’s view is that our soul is reborn in a different form. 
Some religious views propose a celestial heaven and a subterranean 
hell. But what you have to admit to yourself is that you don’t know 
what happens because you haven’t died yet. The future is unknown, 
but you are very much involved with existence in a living form at this 
time. So what we must come to terms with now is this existence, this 
life, within the changing mortal conditions of sensory consciousness.

Rather than speculate about what will happen in the future 
when the body dies, the Buddha pointed to the fact that within this 
limitation of human consciousness, the way out of suffering is by 
being aware of the way things are now. That is the way out of birth 
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in the mind. And the way out of birth is also the way out of death, 
because you cannot have death without birth. The Buddha’s teaching 
is always pointing to the way out of being reborn in the present 
moment – even though the body is still existing, still breathing, 
still able to think and feel and sense and experience. With right 
understanding, there is no rebirth coming from ignorance; there is 
only the natural movement and flow of consciousness and the peace 
of just knowing, rather than this fear and desire that come from 
ignorance. And with right understanding, there is openness and 
trust with which to approach the unknown future.

Right view, the right way of seeing things, is a completely fearless 
way because it is infinite. It is eternal. It is something truly grand and 
miraculous. Because we can’t perceive it, all we can do is open to it, 
open the mind to the unknown, the mystery. This can be terrifying. 
The religious experience is often described as a terrible one, which 
means that it is terrifying. It is taking away, pulling away, everything 
that you identify with and depend on, everything you feel safe and 
comfortable with. Suddenly, it’s all removed, ripped away from you 
and you are left with nothing. But the marvellous thing about it is that 
when you can accept it, that is where you find true peace. It is truly 
peaceful to be completely open, totally vulnerable and alert, to the 
mystery of the unknown.

In addition to speculating about the future, we often build defences 
to protect ourselves against it. But by increasing our defences, we are 
just increasing the amount of fear and anxiety. Yet we think that is the 
way to safety. We think we’ve got to make ourselves so strong that no 
one will dare attack us, but that attitude demands endless propping up, 
doesn’t it? And our defences inevitably fail us. We can look mean and 
flex our muscles a bit, but we can’t stand with muscles flexed all the 
time. We have to relax. And when we do, somebody can catch us in a 
position in which we are quite vulnerable. All the defences we can build 
are no protection against the unknown.
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Total Openness, Total Trust
One definition of the religious experience is making yourself totally 
vulnerable, with no protection at all; not even asking God to help you; 
not saying, ‘Please help me’ when somebody is attacking you; being 
able to be totally vulnerable and totally sensitive to the planet, the 
universe, the grand mystery. To me, this is the whole purpose and 
ultimate perfection of human life. We begin to see that the only way out 
of suffering is not by protecting ourselves, but by allowing ourselves to 
be completely open.

Our society is very interested in protection against the unknown. 
It offers insurance, retirement benefits, and all kinds of safeties 
and securities that we demand and expect. And yet, the Buddhist 
religious life is exemplified by the monk, an alms-mendicant who is 
totally dependent and defenceless, a little bit odd, a little bit outside 
of everything, who wears orange robes and has a shaven head. The 
conventions of a monk’s life are merely external symbols representing 
what we need to do internally. To internalize that monk or mendicant 
means that you must be willing to trust in the Dhamma, in the truth. 
The more you practise meditation, the more you have insight into the 
way things actually are, and the more joy, faith and confidence you 
feel. The more you practise, the more willing you are to completely 
open yourself to the mystery, to the vastness, to the awesomeness – 
without trembling.

As human beings, we are vulnerable little creatures. In contrast 
to the universe, we are weak and soft. For example, we have very 
delicate skin that’s easily damaged. But in spite of our vulnerability 
in the midst of a vast and mysterious universe, one can feel total 
trust. From my own insight, through meditation, I know that there is 
total trust now. There is complete confidence in the benevolence and 
wonder of the universe.

One can’t really perceive the whole, vast universe in any clear way; 
one can only open to it. Ordinarily, human consciousness is limited to 
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the perceptions we have through our senses; it’s very difficult for us 
to catch glimpses beyond that. But the more we let go of our grasping 
of the sensory world – the less we hold onto it and identify with it – 
the more we begin to have glimpses of Deathlessness. We begin to 
experience Amaravati, the Deathless Realm, the underlying unity, the 
overlying compassion, the whole wondrous miracle.

It’s part of the human condition that, in spite of our obvious 
limitations as individual creatures, we have an ability to comprehend 
the whole. But that comprehension comes not from the perception of 
the whole, but from the opening of the heart. We are not just trying to 
believe in a perception of wholeness that we hold as a doctrine. We are 
going to the very experience of wholeness as we open the heart. This is 
fearlessness. It is the willingness to be hurt, to be totally sensitive and 
to bear with the pain, despair and confusion of our sensory experience.

So the future is unknown. As spiritual seekers, we turn towards 
the unknown. Rather than constantly hanging on to the known in our 
meditation, more and more we begin to open our heart to the unknown. 
We relish that, we long for that: just the simple openness of heart and 
the willingness to bear with life as we are experiencing it – with all its 
ups and downs, good fortune, bad fortune, pleasure and pain. We are 
no longer crying for God to protect us and help us and send us good 
fortune. We are no longer expecting a life that offers only good health 
and pleasure. We’ll take whatever comes, whatever it is. This is the way 
we approach the future, not by looking for protection, but by opening 
our hearts.

*       *       *

Question: If calamity does strike someone, how do you suggest they 
deal with it?
AS: I would suggest that they try to really accept the way it is. They can 
bring it into consciousness, rather than pushing it aside, indulging in 
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emotion or resisting it. They can try to just notice and accept that this 
is the way it is, and to bear the feeling of sorrow or sadness that’s there. 
Then they will be able to let it go. Letting it go doesn’t mean that it will 
go away when they want it to, but it means that they won’t be making 
any problems about it.

Life is like this. All of us, all human beings, experience the loss of 
someone they love. It’s just part of our human condition, and human 
beings have always experienced that. We have to watch our parents 
die. Maybe we have to experience the death of a child or a good friend. 
Sometimes we have to accept horrendous things in life. But when we 
are mindful, we have already accepted all possibilities. One still feels 
the anguish, but one can accept that feeling. That acceptance has its 
own peacefulness, too. The experience of life has a sad quality to it.

Every morning in the monastic community we chant, ‘All that is 
mine, beloved and pleasing, will become otherwise.’ You might think 
this is a horrible thing to say, but it’s a reflection on the fact that what 
we love, what pleases us, is going to change. We suffer when we think 
it shouldn’t change, and when we don’t want any changes. But if our 
mind is open to life, then we often find that it is in the times when 
we suffer that we also grow. People whose lives have been too easy 
sometimes never grow up; they become rather spoiled and complacent. 
It’s when you’ve really had to look at and accept painful things that you 
find yourself growing in wisdom and maturing as a person.

I was invited to give talks to people with AIDS in the San Francisco 
area of California. Of course, that is a very traumatic disease and 
has all kinds of ugly things connected with it. Having your immune 
system break down is probably one of the most miserable things that 
can happen to a human being. So there is the tendency to take it all 
personally, with bitterness and resentment, or with guilt and remorse. 
You could interpret it as ‘God’s justice’, punishing you for living an 
immoral life. You could feel mistreated by life, hating God because he 
gave you this terrible thing. You could shake your fist at the heavens 
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and feel self-pity and blame. Or, on the other hand, you could look at 
the experience as a chance for awakening to life, a chance to really look 
and understand.

When you know you’re going to die, sometimes that can make the 
quality of the remainder of your life increase considerably. If you know 
you’re going to die in six months, and you have any wisdom at all, 
you’re not going to go around wasting those six months on frivolities. 
If you’re perfectly healthy, you might think, ‘I’ve still got years ahead 
of me. No point in meditating now, because I can do that when I’m 
older. Right now I’m going to have a good time.’ In one way, knowing 
you’re going to die in six months can be a very painful realization, but 
in another way it can awaken you to life. That’s the important thing  – 
the awakening and the willingness to learn from life – no matter what 
you’ve done or what’s happened. Every one of us has this ever-present 
possibility for awakening, no matter what we may have done.

I see our life in this human form as a kind of transition. We don’t 
really belong here. This is not our real home. We’re never going to 
be content with our state as human beings. It’s not worth lingering 
or hanging around in the human realm, but it’s not to be despised or 
rejected either. Our human life is to be awakened to and understood. 
You can say you’ve not wasted your life if you awaken to it. If you 
live a long life – say one hundred years – following foolish ideas and 
selfishness, then one hundred years have been wasted. But if you’ve 
awakened to life – even if your life is very short – then at least you’ve 
not wasted it.

 





   I   Glossary

anattā 	literally	‘not-self ’,	i.e.	impersonal,	without	individual	
essence;	neither	a	person	nor	belonging	to	a	person;	one	of	
the three characteristics of conditioned phenomena

ānāpānasati	 mindfulness	of	breathing	

anicca  impermanent, inconstant, uncertain; one of the three 
characteristics of conditioned phenomena

arahant	 	a	fully	enlightened	person;	according	to	the	Pali	Canon,	
the fourth stage on the Path

bhikkhu	 	alms–mendicant;	the	term	for	a	Buddhist	monk,	who	lives	
on	alms	and	abides	by	training	precepts	which	define	a	life	
of	renunciation	and	morality

Dhamma																		 	the	way	it	is,	the	true	order	of	reality;	often,	the	Buddha’s	
teachings

bhava-taṇhā desire to become, achieve or obtain something

bhāvanā	 	(spiritual)	cultivation,	that	which	develops	calm,	kindness	
and	wisdom,	as	in	the	Eightfold	Path

Buddhānussati	 reflection	on	the	Buddha

cankama		 (or	‘jongrom’	in	Thai)	walking	meditation

dāna generosity
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dukkha	 	suffering,	stress,	unsatisfactoriness;	one	of	the	three	
characteristics of conditioned phenomena

jhāna state of absorption

jongrom		 	(Thai,	from	Pali	cankama	q.v.)	walking	meditation	

kamma conscious intended action

kāma-taṇhā	 sense-desire,	desire	for	sensual	pleasure

khandhas	 	heaps,	aggregates:	the	five	categories	by	which	the	Buddha	
summarized	how	existence	is	experienced	(see	rūpa, 
vedanā, saññā, saṅkhārā, viññāṇa)

mettā	 loving-kindness,	goodwill

muditā sympathetic joy

nibbāna	 	(equivalent	to	Sanskrit	nirvana)	literally	‘extinguishing	of	
a	fire’;	freedom	from	

	 attachments,	quenching,	coolness

nīvaraṇa hindrances

paññā discernment, wisdom

Pāṭimokkha	 	monastic	Rule,	the	227	rules	for	Buddhist	monks

rājadhammā	 virtues	of	a	universal	ruler

rūpa form, often the body

samādhi	 	meditative	concentration,	unification	of	mind,	
collectedness

samaṇa	 	renunciant,	contemplative	(term	for	ordained	monks	or	
nuns)

samatha	 calm,	tranquillity,	steadying

saṁsāra	 endless	wandering,	unenlightened	existence

saṅkhārā	 	‘mental	formations’,	i.e.	the	impulses,	reactions	and	
psychophysical	‘activities’	that	generate	kamma;	also	the	
resultant	habits	that	they	create
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saññā perception

sati	 mindfulness

satipaññā	 mindful	wisdom,	discriminating	alertness

satipaṭṭhānā	 foundations	for	mindfulness

sīla	 morality,	virtue,	precept

suññatā	 	‘empty’:	in	this	context,	the	realization	of	the	selfless	and	
substanceless	nature	of	dhammas

vedanā	 feeling	(pleasant,	unpleasant	or	neutral)

vibhava-taṇhā	 	desire	to	get	rid	of,	desire	for	oblivion	or	annihilation

viññāṇa consciousness

vipassanā  insight, an aspect of wisdom; it arises in meditation 
through investigating the causes and nature of dhammas
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